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career gps

Dominator. Loves dominating, strategizing, and discovering 
workarounds; the joy is in beating the competition; may not 
be a team player

Inner Game Player Types

Design the end game
One of the first things game de-

signers will do is brainstorm the epic 
mission and purpose of play. What is the 
main objective? What does the end of the 
game look like? Why would people want 
to play until the end?

Translate that to career pathing by 
asking: What is the epic impact I want 
to make? What is my purpose and pas-
sion? What gets me excited to wake up 
in the morning?

Those can be daunting questions to 
address. To help you, consider the Japa-
nese concept called ikigai, which means 
“reason to live” or  “reason for being.” It’s 
what excites you when you wake up. Four 
questions are behind ikigai:

• What do I love to do?
• What am I good at doing?
• What does the world need?
• What can I get paid to do?
Draw four circles that intersect in the

middle of a sheet of paper. Place one of 
those questions inside each circle and 
fill in as many answers as possible. As 
you answer the questions, identify the 
through-line that interconnects all four 
quadrants. The through-line connection 
is your ikigai. Note: The Japanese believe 
a person has more than one ikigai and 
that an individual’s ikigai grows and 
changes with them throughout life.

Build your character
When you start playing a new 

video game, you usually select a  
character or avatar. The character gen-

A decade ago, I was inspired by 
a leader who once asked, “How 
can we use gamification to tap 

into the hearts and minds of our team 
and help them contribute to meaning-
ful goals?” During the past 10 years, I 
have been exploring the science behind 
how people play games and have suc-
cessfully developed and applied game 
mechanics to corporate strategies, lead-
ership development programs, and 
career-pathing coaching.

Game designers leverage tactics that 
inspire and activate intrinsic motiva-
tion and action. Here are five ways to 
think like a game designer in creating a 
career bursting with impact.
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MY CAREER

1

Treat Your Career 
Path Like a Game
Leverage gamification techniques to stay 
focused on your goals.
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Keep track of 
your efforts ... 

and don’t break 
your streak.

erally comes with a fundamental skill 
level and basic tools. As you play the 
game, you improve the character’s 
strengths and experience level. Con-
sider that concept as you build out 
your own character.

Begin with self-awareness and un-
derstanding your intrinsic talents and 
strengths. Choose from a variety of 
self-assessment tools that can assist 
you. Two of my favorites are Gallup 
CliftonStrengths and VIA Institute of 
Character Strengths.

Another exercise you can do is to 
be mindful during the next week of 
tasks, projects, and environments 
that energize you versus those that 
exhaust you. List the things that you 
enjoy doing, things you do and don’t 
even realize how much time has gone 
by, or things you may even invest your 
free time in doing. Conversely, list 
the things that make you want to roll 

your eyes immediately or that you 
can do but require a lot more en-
ergy from you. Use those two lists 
to reflect on how you can spend 
more of your time doing what en-
ergizes you and less time on the 
tasks that exhaust you.

Those activities will help you 
understand what your natural and 
innate strengths are and where your 
opportunity areas are. Don’t overly 
focus on your weaknesses. Of course, 
it’s important to be aware and mind-
ful of them. However, keeping with 
the theme of building your character, 
your task is to find ways to level up and 
master your strengths.

Consider the 10,000-hour rule of 
mastery discussed in Malcolm Glad-
well’s Outliers: You become a master 
of your strengths when you invest 
10,000 hours or more in building that 
strength. Also keep in mind the Pa-
reto Law, or the 80/20 rule, where 80 
percent of outcomes result from 20 
percent of all inputs. Ask yourself ques-
tions such as: How can I leverage my 
strengths more often? What tasks, proj-
ects, or roles exist in which I can offer 
my strengths? How can I ensure I use 
my top five strengths (your 20 percent) 
to get 80 percent of my results?

Build your team
As you continue to gamify your 

career path, you will undoubtedly 
encounter challenges, pitfalls, and pro-
crastination. Building your team is about 
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Achiever. Wants to climb to the highest level and grab all possible titles; the joy is in 
the accomplishments; may get caught up in collecting “things” and lose focus on 
the most efficient way to win

2

Gamification  
Myth Busters
Contrary to popular belief, 
gamification has many ben-
efits for adult learners; think 
engagement, connection, and 
problem solving. Here are two 
myths to debunk.

Gamification entails just 
badges, points, and leader-
boards. While those are the 
most used game tactics, if you 
do not use them purposefully, 
they become bells and whis-
tles that provide short-term 
engagement. Before adding 
those tactics, consider how you 
want to engage the game play-
er and why. Why should some-
one want to collect badges or 
points? What’s the purpose of 
being on the leaderboard?

We are adults, so we 
should not have to play games 
to get something done. Just 
do it. Yes, we are adults. And 
at times, we may need to grin 
and bear it to get things done. 
But it doesn’t always have to be 
that way.

Gamification allows for 
choice, as does life. We can 
choose to engage in the negative 
things and allow them to affect 
our personality and future  
choices. Or we can explore other  
options by thinking creatively, 
creating workarounds, focus-
ing on what we can control, and 
relishing growth opportunities.
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identifying teammates and competi-
tors to engage with along the way.

With regard to teammates, think of 
establishing a group to support you. 
It could comprise mentors, leaders, 
colleagues, communities, friends, and 
family. Who can you surround your-
self with to encourage and hold you 
accountable?

Next, identify your competitors. 
Such people, whether they know it or 
not, challenge you to improve.

Here are some ideas on how to best 
leverage teammates and competitors:

• Accountability partners will check
in with you or may even join you
on this quest for career impact.

• Thought leaders or mentors are
individuals you can bounce ideas
off to brainstorm.

• Competitors are those who may
be a few steps ahead of you or in
a position you want. Use them as
a benchmark or as someone to
whom you can reach to inquire
about insights on how they ar-
rived in that role.

Go questing
Rather than setting lofty, long 

goals, try setting short, mini quests. 
Epic impact is your end game. To help 
you achieve it, create 90-day quests. 
Think of them as the levels of your 
career-pathing game.

Quests have multiple advan-
tages. They are shorter and easier 
to achieve. They also allow for a safe 
place to try out tactics to see whether 

they provide you with the outcomes 
for which you are looking.

When you are identifying the next 
step in your career path, one thing is 
certain: You want to make a differ-
ence in a new way. Once you agree 
to that, determine how you get from 
here to there—what does the next 
step look like? This is where gamify-
ing your career path gets exciting, as 
games create environments that acti-
vate problem solving, creativity, and 
innovation.

A 90-day objective or quest can take 
the form of networking with one per-
son every week, researching one role 
or company every week, or practicing 
or honing one key skill or strength ev-
ery week.

Notice I selected one action item 
weekly. Challenge yourself to think 
of something you can do consistently 
and consecutively for 12 weeks, the 
equivalent of 90 days. After building 
games for more than 72,000 people, 
I’ve learned that 90 days is a sweet 
spot. It’s enough time to gain traction 
and build consistency to see whether 
the actions you are taking are making 
a difference.

Create a way to keep track of your 
efforts, such as a scoreboard, and 
don’t break your streak.

Level up
When you have completed your 

quest, crossed the finish line, and 
completed a level, it’s time to cele-
brate the effort you have put in. When 

Explorer. Prefers to unearth new findings and ex-
plore hidden trails; the joy is in the discovery; easily 
distracted and not too concerned with winning
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you think of video games, after you 
complete a level, there is a celebration 
of some sort.

In video games, you’ll also see the 
character’s experience level bar in-
crease, and perhaps your toolbox 
will expand with new items that you 
have uncovered along the way. That 
is the intent behind this step. It’s 
time to review the actions and ef-
fort you have taken during the past 
90 days. Look over your scoreboard 
and reflect on the learnings you have 
captured. What new experiences have 
you collected? What have you learned 
to help you continue to level up in 
your career?

Based on that information, how can 
you design your next quest? If you 
received the desired results, perhaps 
you want to continue your endeav-
ors. Go for round two and double your 
points during the next 90-day quest. 
Or you can adjust your quest and de-
sign a different direction for the next 
12 weeks. You decide the level of play 
you need.

As you progress through your career 
and your life in general, rise above the 
daily grind and discover ways to make 
a difference by leveraging your innate 
talents, accomplishing quests, and 
leveling up your mastery toward your 
epic mission.

Caitlin Johnson is a gamification strat-
egy designer for Swoz Consulting and 
the founder of Bold-Bird Consulting; 
linkedin.com/in/caitlin-s-johnson.

Socializer. Likes to build relationships and collaborate; 
the joy is in winning with others; may get caught up in 
chatting and lose a sense of objective
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Interested in subscribing to TD magazine?
Rates

$180	 Individual Domestic (US)

$399	 Institutional Domestic (US)

$289	 Individual International

$508	 Institutional International

To subscribe, go to td.org/TDsub.

SUBSCRIBE 
TODAY!

Get even more when you become an ATD member! 
All ATD memberships include a monthly subscription* to  
TD magazine, plus access to webinars, digital publications, 
research, discounts on conferences, and much more.

For details about ATD membership, visit td.org/membership.
*International members outside the US, Canada, and Puerto Rico receive the digital TD magazine as part of their membership.
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