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Abstract (200 words):

The rise of online learning has made language learning apps widely accessible, but many users abandon them due to
low motivation. While gamification reward systems have been suggested as a way to boost motivation and retention,
their effectiveness in encouraging long-term learning remains unclear. The purpose of this research is to explore how
reward systems influence user motivation and retention in language learning apps. A quantitative research method
using an online survey was employed, collecting 85 responses. Key factors analyzed included demographics, app
usage patterns, user motivations, and preferences for reward types. Most participants were young adults, mainly
female, with higher education levels. The most widely used language learning apps were Duolingo, Babbel, and
Memrise, with English, Japanese, and Korean as the most frequently learned languages. Findings indicate that
gamified rewards such as streaks, badges, and unlocking new features can motivate users, but lack of time and
declining motivation were major reasons for discontinuation. Recommendations include refining reward systems,
enhancing engagement through meaningful content, and providing flexible learning options. This study offers
insights for designing more effective gamification in language learning apps to sustain motivation and improve user
retention.

Keywords: Mobile-Assisted Language Learning (MALL), Reward Systems, Gamification, Motivation, User Retention,
Self-Directed Learning

Introduction (200 words):

The rapid growth of online education in recent years has led to a highly crowded market for mobile language learning
applications. Learners choose these apps to study a second language as they are easily accessible, without concerns
such as distance, timing, or budget constraints (Xu & Richardson, 2024). However, self-learning requires motivation
and determination, and many people give up after a few days before achieving their goals. This low user retention rate
shows a weakness in these systems and limits their ability to support users in achieving language proficiency.

One solution to the problem of user retention is gamification, specifically reward systems used within the app. In
language learning applications, a reward system usually consists of features such as streaks, badges, leaderboards,
points, and other gamified components (Zhao & Guo, 2019). These aim to increase motivation by creating a feeling of
accomplishment, competition, and advancement. To improve user motivation, retention, and engagement, many
popular applications such as Duolingo, Falou, Memrise, and Busuu have adopted reward systems. Obtaining rewards
during the learning journey could improve user satisfaction and make the application more dynamic and engaging,
promoting continuous commitment and regular practice habits.
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Figure 1. Duolingo - popular gamified language learning app

Problem Statement (200-300 words):

There are currently insufficient insights into how reward mechanisms specifically affect user motivation and
retention in mobile language learning apps, even though gamified reward systems are frequently used in these
applications. Recent research has provided mixed perceptions about the effectiveness of rewards and reward systems.
The findings across many of these studies remain unclear because some implemented poor data collection methods
and did not analyse results with consideration for key background factors, such as the native language of users and
their level of technology experience (Shortt et al., 2021).

The purpose of this study is to address the research problem of limited knowledge regarding the influence of reward
systems on both user motivation and retention. It is essential to understand user experiences with reward-based
learning and whether these rewards enhance engagement in a way that leads to sustained app usage. By gaining more
insights into users’ perceptions and choices regarding reward-based systems, designers can improve these
mechanisms to meet the needs and expectations of language learners. Such improvements can help develop better
strategies to enhance language learning outcomes, strengthen user retention, and improve the overall learning
experience.

Research Question:
How does the reward system in language learning apps influence users’ motivation and engagement?

Research Objective:
To study the influence of gamification reward systems on user retention in language learning apps.

Methodology (300-500 words):

This study employed a quantitative research approach using an online survey questionnaire to determine the impact
of gamified reward systems on user motivation and retention in mobile language learning applications. Online
surveys were chosen for their efficiency and ability to reach a large and diverse population. The questionnaire
included both closed-ended items, such as Likert scale, multiple choice, and ranking questions, and open-ended
questions to capture both measurable trends and richer personal insights. Most items were closed-ended to collect
data on app usage behaviours, motivation levels, and preferred gamification reward types, while the open-ended
items allowed participants to describe experiences, motivations, and suggestions for improvement. Demographic
information such as age, education level, and technological proficiency was also collected to analyse potential
relationships with engagement outcomes.
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The target participants were current and past mobile language learning app users, particularly young adults aged
18—34. A non-probability convenience sampling method was used due to its practicality and efficiency in reaching the
intended population within the study timeframe. To be eligible, participants had to be at least 13 years old, have
experience using a mobile language learning app, and possess at least basic technological proficiency. There were no
restrictions on educational background, gender, nationality, or work status. Individuals under the age of 13 or without
prior experience using a mobile language learning app were excluded from the study.

The target sample size was 80, with a minimum of 50 responses, following recommendations by Hair et al. (2018) and
Suksem (2024) for exploratory research. In total, 85 valid responses were collected, which was sufficient for
descriptive analysis though not for complex statistical modelling. Participants were recruited over a 10-day period via
Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp, using both targeted posts and direct messages. Data collection was followed by
one week of data cleaning and analysis.

Google Forms was used as the primary data collection tool, as it allowed for automatic generation of summary charts
and frequency tables. These outputs were later refined in Google Sheets to enhance clarity. The survey was organised
into three main areas: demographics, language and technology proficiency, and app usage with gamification features.
Demographic questions captured age, gender, education level, employment status, and nationality. Language and
technology proficiency questions assessed the participant’s primary language, number of languages spoken,
familiarity with mobile technology (measured on a 5-point Likert scale), and frequency of digital device use. App
usage and gamification questions explored the frequency and duration of app use, motivations for learning, preferred
reward types, reasons for discontinuation, and suggestions for improvement.

The survey employed a mix of frequency ordinal scales, multiple-choice items (single and multiple answers), Likert
scales, and open-ended questions. The open-ended responses provided deeper insight into motivations, experiences,
and suggestions for enhancing language learning applications. Data analysis involved descriptive
statistics—frequencies, percentages, and means—to summarise demographic trends, app usage patterns, and
preferences for gamified reward systems. Thematic coding was applied to open-ended responses to identify recurring
patterns and suggestions, while data visualisations created in Google Sheets supported interpretation and
presentation of the findings.

Findings and Discussion (500 words):

The survey results offer a comprehensive understanding of user motivations, engagement patterns, and perceptions
regarding gamified reward systems in language learning apps. A majority of users (43.5%) reported using language
apps out of personal interest, followed by career development (20%) and cultural engagement (12.9%). These findings
align with Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), which emphasizes the importance of intrinsic motivation
in sustaining learning behaviors. Although gamification is commonly used to boost motivation through external
incentives, the data suggest that long-term engagement is more influenced by meaningful internal goals. Even users
motivated by academic or professional reasons reported disengaging over time, indicating that superficial rewards
alone are insufficient to sustain motivation unless they are aligned with users’ evolving personal objectives.

Regarding the effectiveness of gamified rewards (Figure 3), users cited streaks, badges, and unlockable content as the
most appreciated features. However, their preferences did not always translate into sustained motivation. While
streaks were effective in kickstarting learning routines, they became a source of stress for some users—especially
when broken—leading to app abandonment. This echoes Deterding et al. (2011), who caution that overreliance on
extrinsic motivators can result in negative outcomes. In contrast, unlockable content and badges that reflected
meaningful progress were seen as more valuable. Users noted that badges were often too generic and lacked relevance
to actual learning achievements. These observations support the Self-Determination Theory view that external
rewards should reinforce users' sense of autonomy and competence (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
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Effective reward type for boosting respondents’ motivation
(N=85)
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Figure 2. Effective reward type for boosting respondents' motivation

The dropout rate was notable. Figure 3 shows 75.3% of users having discontinued app use at some point. Time
constraints (64.7%), decreased motivation (62.4%), and loss of interest (58.8%) were the most frequently cited reasons.
Over 40% of respondents had stopped using the app for more than a year. Among those who returned, Figure 5 shows

the primary motivator was personal goals (65.9%), followed by the introduction of new features or reward systems
(32.9%).

Dropout Rate (Stop using app for a period)
(N=85)

Figure 3. App dropout rate distribution

ARegional Design & Education Journal on Culture, Future-Making & Social Design KREATE



A REGIONAL DESIGN & EDUCATION
@ JOURNAL ON CULTURE, FUTURE-
MAKING & SOCIAL DESIGN Volume 01’ Issue 01’pp1_5

Motivation of returning to the app after a period of inactivity

Personal goals [ 56(65.9%)
New features or updates [N 28(32.9%)
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the old one was spoilt | 1(1.2%)
Regain interest | 1(1.2%)
didnt retune | 1(1.2%)
Just feel like using again [ 1(1.2%)
I got a new phone [ 1(1.2%)
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Figure 5. Motivation to re-engage the app

While 42.4% considered gamified rewards “somewhat effective,” only 16.5% rated them as “highly effective” in Figure
4, suggesting a need for more personalized and adaptive reward designs.

50% 40% 30% 20% 10% 0%

Effectiveness of Gamified rewards in encouraging user to
return to the app after periods of inactivity.

24%(20) 42%(36) 16%(14)

(6)%TT

50% 40% 30% 20% 10% 0%

Not Effective .1 @2 @3 @4 @5 Very Effective

Figure 4. Effectiveness of gamified rewards for re-engagement

Demographic differences also influenced perceptions of gamified elements. Younger users (aged 18—24) were more
attracted to visually engaging features such as leaderboards and vibrant badges, whereas older users valued learning
outcomes over flashy visuals. Regular users engaged more frequently with features like streaks and leaderboards,
while occasional users preferred simpler systems such as daily check-ins and content unlocking. These differences
suggest that gamification strategies should be tailored to user age and engagement levels, as a one-size-fits-all
approach may reduce effectiveness.
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Figure 4. Effective reward type for boosting respondents’ motivation

Feedback from participants consistently highlighted the importance of meaningful, progress-oriented rewards.
Although badges, streaks, and points initially provided motivation, many users eventually perceived them as “chores’
that reduced the joy of learning. Participants expressed a preference for reward systems that reflected their personal
progress and fostered a sense of autonomy. When rewards felt random or overly game-like, they were seen as
distracting or demotivating. Overall, the results indicate that effective gamification should align with learners’ goals,
promote autonomy, and reinforce a sense of competence and progression (Deterding et al., 2011; Deci & Ryan, 2000).

)

Conclusion (200—500 words):

This study provides valuable insight on how gamified rewards affect user retention and motivation in language
learning apps. The majority of responses were young adults (1824 years old) and female, representing younger
generations' preference for digital learning supports and adaptability with technology. The data shows that gamified
rewards, such as streak, badge and unlocking new features, are effective in encouraging continuous learning and app
usage, but must be combined with engaging content to meet user needs. Personal interest, career development, and
cultural interest are the key motivations for language learning, and reward systems and lessons should be designed
accordingly. Notable challenges such as a lack of time and motivation indicate that applications should offer more
flexible learning options and personalised experiences.

While most respondents showed a positive attitude towards the reward system, some reported that gamification does
not significantly impact motivation or can negatively affect the learning journey by making lesson access overly
complex. This study has several limitations. Simply relying on self-reported survey data may contain biases like
inaccurate memory recall and social expectation influence. Considering the diversity among language learners
worldwide, even though the sample size is sufficient, it might not fully represent the situation of all learners. This
study concentrated on users’ personal perceptions rather than concise measurement of how the application was
actually used, and it is challenging to show the causal relationship between gamification and long-term user retention
due to the cross-sectional design. Overall, the findings give an in-depth insight into how reward systems affect user
motivation and retention, aligning with the research objectives and emphasising the importance of gamification in
user engagement. The results provide useful suggestions to improve user retention based on specific rewards and
attitudes.
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