
Games, motivation and adult learners 
 

“If I wanted to learn something I’d have the motivation to start with frankly, you know, but the game 
would not put me off, but I mean I wouldn’t go to a game just to learn something I didn’t want to 
know.”  

(Adult Interview Participant) 

Introduction 
There are many reasons why adults choose to play games, at different times and under a range of 
circumstances. People do not necessarily undertake game-play with the straightforward motivation 
to win the game or to play it well. It is often assumed that games are intrinsically motivating, and 
that players will play them for their own sake, simply for the enjoyment inherent in the game. 
However this is not always the case, certainly not in the context of games for adult learning. 

Adult learning theory (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 1998) suggests that adults need to know why 
they should know something before they are willing to invest time and energy in learning it, 
motivation to learn is paramount and that learning activities must be purposeful. Understanding 
what motivates adults to play games and to learn by playing games is key to creating meaningful and 
purposive games for adult learners. 

Research in games and motivation 
The idea of 'motivation' in the context of games 
is used in two related, but distinct, ways. There 
is the motivation to play a game in the first 
place. This is what Salen and Zimmerman 
(2004) refer to as the 'seduction' into the magic 
circle that must necessarily occur before a 
player is willing to take part in the gaming 
activity at all. Secondly, there is sustained 
motivation to continue to participate in the 
game, commonly termed ‘engagement’. 

There are many different reasons why people 
chose to play games in the first place, and 
continue to play them. Motivations for playing games include:  

• challenge, curiosity, control, and fantasy (Malone & Lepper, 1987); 
• immersion, a feeling of autonomy and control, a feeling of competence, accomplishment at 

no personal risk, social image and reputation within the game community, social interaction, 
and as an outlet for creativity (Ferrara, 2012); 

• for fantasy fulfillment, to overcome the social restrictions of real life, to demonstrate 
competence or prowess, for social lubrication, mental or physical exercise, or to satisfy a 
need for acknowledgement (Crawford, 1984). 



Specifically in relation to adult learners and gaming motivations, in a small-scale phenomenographic 
study with gamers and non-gamers, Whitton (2007) identified three primary and two secondary 
motivations for game playing. All of the interviewees who considered themselves to be game players 
exhibited one (or more) of the primary motivations for game playing: mental stimulation, social 
interaction, and physical challenge. The participants who did not consider themselves to be game 
players, still played games under certain circumstances: killing time and social facilitation. In the case 
of these two motivations, the game was seen as a means to achieving another end (i.e. passing time 
or making a social occasion easier) rather than being motivational in itself. Unsurprisingly the game 
players were intrinsically motivated to play, while non-gamers required extrinsic motivation. The 
interviews indicated that while not all respondants were motivated to play games, they would all be 
willing to use a game to learn something if they perceived it to be the most effective way to learn.  

Also highlighted in the study were a 
range of other factors that affected 
motivation for different individuals. 
There emerged two factors that 
seemed to be motivating for all those 
who mentioned them, four that were 
universally de-motivational, and a 
further fifteen factors that were either 
motivational or de-motivational 
depending on the individual. The two 
motivating factors were: continual 
improvement, being able to see swift 
and steady advances; and perceived 
proficiency, a feeling of being skilled 
and adept. The four factors that were 
considered by all to be demotivating 

were: difficulty starting, problems beginning to play, understanding the concept or mastering the 
rules; getting stuck, reaching a dead end and being unable to make progress; unfairness, a lack of 
trust in the game, where it is seen as being inequitable or unjust; and boredom, intrinsic lack of 
interest with the subject matter or game itself. The idea of unfairness hints at negative behaviours, 
but this was contructed as unfairness by the ‘system’ (i.e. the game itself) rather than by unfairness 
by the other players. This reinforces the idea of the game rules as being perceived as inscrutable by 
players, and the ideas of releasing responsibilty to ‘the rules’.  

Later research by Whitton (2009) based on interviews with adult players of an educational alternate 
reality game highlighted six motivations for participants taking part, which were not mutually 
exclusive. These were: completion, simply wanting to achieve all the tasks; competition against 
others; narrative and storyline; solving puzzles; a sense of community; and the ability to create 
things as part of the game. What is clear from the research is that, for adult learners particularly, it is 
not a simple case of games being motivational. It depends very much on the individual, context, 
subject, and a host of other factors.  



The future research agenda 

As part of the GAMBALOA project, two mini-projects were carried out to investigate aspects of 
motivation and adult learners. They are described in more detail here. 

How Far Can You Game It? 
This project aimed to find out how acceptable certain more 
controversial aspects of game-based learning are to 
university students. The aspects that were considered are: 
narrative and fantasy; competition; playfulness; and 
gamification structures. 

 In order to investigate the acceptability of these aspects in 
formal educational settings, a workshop was carried out 
with seventeen postgraduate physiotherapy students in 
order to get them to share and discuss their ideas about 
games and learning, and consider how acceptable and appropriate they would find different game-
based interventions. 

The core themes that emerged were:  

• Competition for minor course elements met with approval, but there was a strong feeling 
that it should not be linked to formal assessment. 

• Gamification elements, such as badges were generally viewed as 'childish' and would need 
to carry meaning outside of the course to be acceptable. 

• Fictional and fun elements polarised opinion, with some students viewing these in a very 
positive light, while others saw them as totally unacceptable.  

Gaming Histories 
This project aimed to understand the different functions of games, and different ways in which 

people define games, investigate the roles that games 
have played for individuals at different stages of life, and 
explore motivations and preferences in relation to game 
playing in different contexts.  

Six semi-structured interviews were carried out with 
participants aged sixty-five years and over to explore the 
different types of games they played at different life 
stages, using a series of photographs of different game 
types as prompts. 

The main themes that emerged from the interviews were:  

• For the older adults interviewed, the idea of ‘games’ resounds most closely with sports and 
physical activities, particularly in the context of ‘being outdoors’. 

• Common memories included: playing active games (such as hopscotch) as a child; playing 
with other children or siblings; being taught games (for example Cribbage or Dominoes) by 
parents; playing board games (such as monopoly) with their own children.  



• The competitive motivation used to be much stronger, but now the social motivation is 
dominant. 

• Computer games played were few, and limited to quick casual games such as solitaire. 
• There was a strong feeling of 'time being limited' and computer games were mentioned both 

in the sense of 'not having the time to learn them' and 'not having the time to waste playing 
them'.  

In the case of both of these projects, work is still ongoing, and it is aimed to produce a more detailed 
analysis, and research publications, in the near future.  
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