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”Fun” and “work” aren’t mutually exclusive. Games can be an inexpensive—even free—
way to get employees to take advantage of and appreciate a company’s benefits offerings.

A
lthough companies spend vast amounts 
on benefits for their employees, if em-
ployees don’t understand and value 
their benefits, the potential return on 
this investment isn’t realized. But em-

ployees lead busy lives. They are bombarded with informa-
tion from marketers and others. Companies are in competi-

tion for their attention and time.
How do companies make progress in reaching and engag-

ing employees in understanding and effectively using their 
benefits—not to mention in changing lifestyle behaviors?

Social media, behavioral economics and gamification have 
given corporate communicators new arrows in the quiver to 
be able to capture employees’ attention and help them to get 
the best value from the benefits provided by their employers.

Modern employees are technologically savvy. They expect 
a consumer-grade experience while working. They expect 
rapid information, a high-quality search and the ability to in-
teract with their peers. They have high-speed access at home, 
mobile phones are at saturation, and the meteoric growth 
rate of social media continues.

However, the fastest growing area is computer games. 
Computer games have been around as long as the computer 
chip, but with the rapid expansion of smart phone technol-
ogy, an explosion in the adoption of games is occurring 
throughout the mainstream population.

The picture of the gamer is changing as well. As The 
Economist magazine argued in its December 2011 issue, the 
image of the gamer as the socially dysfunctional teenager 
playing games permanently is not correct. The average age of 
the gamer in the United States is 37, with 42% being female. 
Even when we look at game players over the age of 50, one 
in three now plays computer games. Gaming is a global phe-
nomenon with worldwide sales worth $56 billion.

Leading companies are catching on to the idea that “fun” 
and “work” do not need to be mutually exclusive. Employees 
can learn a lot through fun and can be motivated to participate 
in activities through friendly competition. In a world where 
employers are frequently paying incentives to employees to 
participate in benefits programs, a free alternative that drives 
education and engagement is very attractive. And the fun 
might just mean employees feel better about their company.

Another key feature is that games have extremely good 
metrics about usage. This is actually a critical component of 
games. In order to keep score and declare a winner, we need 
to track what it is that users have done. As a result, there are 
metrics available such as what employees respond to, what 
they share with others and what elements are not clear to 
them. These metrics are incredibly useful for employers as 
they can be used to demonstrate the return on investment 
(ROI) of the game and give excellent feedback to employers 
on a real-time basis.

Reproduced with permission from Benefits Magazine, Volume 49, No. 5, May 2012, pages 22-26, published by the International Foundation 
of Employee Benefit Plans (www.ifebp.org), Brookfield, Wis. All rights reserved. Statements or opinions expressed in this article are those of 
the author and do not necessarily represent the views or positions of the International Foundation, its officers, directors or staff. No further 
transmission or electronic distribution of this material is permitted. Subscriptions are available (www.ifebp.org/subscriptions).

M A G A Z I N Er e p r i n t

PU128020
pdf/512



benefits magazine may 201224

engaging employees

First, a Definition of Games
In the benefits arena, we define a game as “a fun activity 

where we keep score and declare a winner.”
The inclusion of the word fun does exclude many 

game-like structures. However, these more accurately 
fall under the description of game mechanics rather than 
games. Under the game mechanics definition, companies 
have been using games for years. Employee of the Month 
was one of the first game structures developed for com-
panies, and it originated from human resources (HR). A 
manager keeps score of the performance of employees, 
awarding points for good actions and deducting for bad 
actions, and at the end of the month declares the winner 
who receives a public status and recognition. While the 

scoring may be less formal 
than in some games, 

this game structure 
has been extremely 
motivating for em-
ployees.

The distinction 
between game me-
chanics and games is 
very important. Game 

mechanics are the set 
of rules that determine 

the components of games 
that motivate us to do things. Essential-
ly, they are the elements in games that 

are motivating and compel us to take ac-
tion. These game mechanics are extremely 

powerful and can elicit a strong response from 
people. They are similar to the rules of behavioral eco-

nomics, which influence us in the real world. Games are 
when these rules are applied to an activity that is fun and 
engages players.

Games for benefits can vary widely, from an easy, fun, 
compelling text-messaging-based game such as H Engage, 
to an all-encompassing life game such as Mindbloom. The 
range of games being used to promote engagement in em-
ployee benefits is very wide and growing every day.

There are many different types of games, and not all of 
them are appropriate in the benefits realm. At Towers Wat-
son, we have developed a framework for games that are use-
ful for engaging employees.

Level 1: Individual Challenge
A player sets goals to try to achieve individually. More 

often than not, the person’s goal is just to beat his or her pre-
vious score. Great examples of this are Wii-Fit or a pedom-
eter challenge for an employee. Older games like this include 
crosswords or Sudoku puzzles. At Towers Watson, we have 
recently launched the world’s first benefits-themed iPad and 
mobile phone game, Swift-ee, which brings the individual 
challenge elements to benefits education.

Level 2: Status Challenge
In this game, players are given a desirable status for win-

ning the game. Within companies, this is the Employee of the 
Month game, or the Sales Person of the Year. However, this 
game can be really important for people in a wellness chal-
lenge. A Biggest Loser challenge is a great example of a sta-
tus challenge game. Another variation is using a pedometer 
challenge in which all employees who walked 10,000 steps in 
a day for a month are given a platinum super-walker badge 
to display at their desks.

Level 3: Team Games
This is a powerful mechanism for motivating people. Team 

games are the structure most used in the wellness space to 
motivate people. These games are strongly motivating for sev-
eral reasons including a sense of tribal loyalty, peer pressure 
and not wanting to let their teammates down. Programs like 
Weight Watchers have been using these techniques for a long 
time. Companies now see that getting people to invite their 
co-workers to participate is a much more powerful recruit-
ment technique than just sending them an e-mail from HR. 
This simple team technique can significantly increase partici-
pation in programs. We have our predefined teams as well; 
for example, the rivalries between New York and Boston or 
Northern and Southern California are great rivalries to ex-
ploit in games. Companies regularly use these rivalries to mo-
tivate their teams for business performance (e.g., Top Sales Of-
fice of the Year), but only recently have companies used these 
to motivate employees around benefits and wellness.

Level 4: User-Generated Content
The rise of social media has shown how popular it is to 

create content. Sites like YouTube have shown that people 
love to be creative and submit it to an audience. Sites like 
Wikipedia have shown that people love to collaborate to cre-
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ate something momentous. Leading 
companies are now using user-generat-
ed-content games to motivate their em-
ployees to participate in benefits pro-
grams. One of Towers Watson’s clients 
has started a site to allow employees to 
post pictures they take as they exercise 
around the company campus. People 
can vote for their favorite photos, and 
a leaderboard of the best photos is kept. 
This helps to motivate employees to 
take regular walks around the campus. 
Another company encourages its em-
ployees to submit photos of them and 
a colleague exercising together. This 
gentle social technique helps to drive 
engagement and participation.

Level 5: Immersion
The immersion games are the block-

buster console games that are now big-
ger than movie premieres. Last year, 
the game Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 
brought in $750 million in its first five 
days. This is far larger than any movie 
premiere in history. For companies, this 
sort of game is still on the leading edge in 
the benefits space. Some companies are 
using simulation learning games, or do-
ing benefits education in Second Life. We 
see good opportunities in the future for 
employees to be able to challenge other 
employees in a virtual world to a fitness 
contest—where the actions of the avatars 
mirror their own activities. At the mo-
ment, this is still an emerging technique.

The best employers realize how 
powerful games are. The principles of 
game mechanics have the same moti-
vational powers as behavioral econom-
ics. Employers need to be very careful 
of unintended side effects from games, 
in the same way that they need to be 
aware of these when using behavioral 
economics. Companies should ensure 

that their game strategy (and any use 
of game mechanics) is tightly linked 
and aligned with their overall benefits 
goals. They should not see games as 
the “bright shiny object” that will drive 
employee engagement. While games 
and game mechanics are very power-
ful, they are not a panacea for employee 
engagement. They are one effective tool 
in a full set of engagement options.

Towers Watson recommends a six-
phase process for the deployment of 
games to support benefits. We believe 
that these six phases will help compa-
nies get the best chance of success with 
the deployment of games.

1. Design
In the design phase, it is critical to 

determine the behaviors the game will 
try to change and the target audience 
for the game. During this phase, senior 
leader buy-in is important, as well as a 
deep segmented understanding of the 
audience. At the end of this phase is the 
time to decide on the type of game and 
ensure it supports the strategy.

2. Review
The first part of the review phase 

is to determine the current metrics to 
use to measure the success of the game. 
Companies need to look at the mar-
ketplace for games and decide whether 

an off-the-shelf game will meet their 
goals or whether they will need to de-
velop something themselves. Vendors 
or partners contracted to help will be 
selected. Prior to starting development, 
it is important to consider the change 
management strategy and how the 
game will be launched. Employees and 
managers may not be expecting a game 
from their employer, so care should be 
taken to manage the launch.

3. Build
It is important to remember that a 

game does not need to be too elaborate 
if the correct game mechanics are de-
ployed. With a little help, companies can 
build a simple and motivating game for 
their employees. If an external vendor is 
used, companies should stay closely in-
volved with the process. The game must 
support the goals of the organization 
and be culturally appropriate for the 
employees. Ensure that the game is easy 
to understand and play. Finally, in the 
build phase, remember the key word: 
fun. Companies can be tempted to sani-
tize everything in the game so much that 
it loses its fun element. If the game is not 
fun, employees will simply ignore it, and 
the effort will fail. An easy rule of thumb 
on whether something is fun is to ask: Is 
this something that a child would do to 
pass the time without being forced to?

takeaways >>
•   Smart phone technology has caused rapid adoption of games by the mainstream population.

•   Games can foster friendly competition that motivates employees to participate in activities.

•   A wide and growing range of games are being used to engage employees in benefits.

•   Games are but one means to employee engagement. Game strategy and any use of game 
mechanics needs to be closely aligned with overall benefits goals.

•   To keep score, users’ activities need to be measured; that data can be linked to real-world 
behaviors to show whether the game had its intended impact.
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4. Test
One of the most frustrating experiences when playing a 

game is to be on the verge of winning and to have the game 
malfunction and cheat the user. This promotes a visceral re-
action and will drive users from the game. This means that 
quality assurance is critical. Test heavily with employees, 
managers and senior leaders. Ask a group of interns (or even 
better, engineers) to test it and try to break it. Offer a small 

prize for anyone who can break the game or find a way to 
cheat. The aim is not to see if the game works in normal use; 
the aim is to test every part of it to make sure it doesn’t mal-
function. Also, test the distribution method to make sure it 
is easy and works on all platforms. If the game is an App, 
make sure it is easy to download and install. If it is a web-
based game, make sure the download is fast and works from 
all browsers.

5. Play!
Roll it out to employees and let the fun begin. To build a 

buzz, a “velvet rope” effect is a great way to promote excitement. 
Use leaderboards to promote competition and use the natural 
competitive structures in an organization to drive engagement 
(seeing their rival office above them on a leaderboard is a great 
way to motivate leaders to engage in a game). Leverage peer 
effects in the promotion or the game and use behavioral eco-
nomics in any incentives that are provided. However, moni-
tor the game mechanics and the way players are interacting 
to make sure to avoid any unwanted behaviors as unintended 
side effects. Some games have short two-week time frames to 
both create a sense of urgency and an ending point.

6. Measure
One of the great attributes of games is that, to effectively 

keep score, what users do needs to be measured. The data will 
show how they behave in the game, what they value and how 
they respond. This data can also be linked back to real-world 
behaviors to see if the game had an impact on employees (for 
example: Did game participants have a higher participation 
in a 401(k) plan than the average employee?). This is a critical 
element in demonstrating the ROI to senior leaders and is a 
huge asset of games. Of course, it is important to ensure that 
the game does not become a “big brother” exercise, so we 
recommend looking at reports only on the aggregate, rather 
than specific employee, level.

Many employees are now playing games in their personal 
lives. They are used to a high-quality experience that excites 
and motivates them in the consumer world. As employers try 
to compete for their attention, they will need to move into this 
realm. With employee expectations high, companies will need 
to be at the top of their game. Fun does not need to be the op-
posite of work. If a company does it right, employees will know 
more about their benefits, learn how to leverage them better 
and tell others that the company is a great place to work. 
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