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Abstract 

Motivation plays a crucial role in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning, particularly in 

Indonesian contexts where learners have limited exposure to English outside the classroom. Although 

gamified language learning applications such as Duolingo are widely used in Indonesia, previous 

studies have largely emphasized extrinsic motivation and quantitative approaches. This study aimed to 

explore how Duolingo’s gamification fosters intrinsic motivation in EFL learners through the lens of 

Self-Determination Theory, focusing on autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Using a descriptive 

qualitative design, this study involved ten seventh-semester EFL university students from Universitas 

Negeri Semarang, Indonesia, who were active Duolingo users. Data were collected through semi-

structured interviews and an SDT-based questionnaire and analyzed using thematic analysis. The 

findings indicate that Duolingo’s gamification fosters intrinsic motivation by supporting self-directed 

learning, providing clear indicators of progress, and creating an enjoyable learning experience. 

Autonomy and competence emerged as the most influential psychological needs, while relatedness 

showed varied effects across learners. Overall, this study offers qualitative insights into how gamified 

mobile-assisted language learning can support intrinsic motivation in Indonesian EFL higher education 

contexts. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Motivation has long been recognized as a key factor in successful language learning. 

Guay (2022) emphasizes that learners who lack motivation often struggle to sustain engagement 

and achieve their learning goals, particularly in foreign language contexts. In English as a 

Foreign Language (EFL) contexts, motivation becomes even more critical because learners 

generally have limited exposure to English outside formal learning settings. Consequently, 

maintaining students’ motivation continues to be a major concern for both educators and 

researchers in EFL education. In the Indonesian EFL context, maintaining learners’ motivation 

remains a persistent challenge. English is mainly learned as a school subject, and many learners 

have limited opportunities to use English meaningfully outside formal classroom settings. As a 

result, learners’ engagement often depends heavily on instructional approaches and learning 

media that can sustain their interest beyond compulsory learning requirements. 

In response to this issue, various teaching approaches have been introduced to make 

language learning more engaging and meaningful. One approach that has attracted growing 

interest is gamification. Gamification is commonly defined as the integration of game elements, 

such as points, levels, rewards, and leaderboards, into non-game contexts (Suh et al., 2018). 

From a theoretical standpoint, gamification is expected to enhance learner engagement and 

motivation by creating learning experiences that are more interactive and enjoyable. 

Previous research has demonstrated that gamification can positively influence 

engagement and motivation across various fields, including education and health (Cechetti et 

al., 2019). In the context of language learning, many gamified mobile applications have been 

developed to encourage learner participation and motivation. For instance, Elaish et al. (2019) 

reported that a mobile game-based application was effective in enhancing students’ motivation 

to learn English vocabulary. Similarly, Zhou (2024) found that gamified language learning had 

positive effects on Chinese EFL learners. 

Among existing gamified language learning platforms, Duolingo has emerged as one of 

the most popular applications. Its popularity can be attributed to its free access, user-friendly 

design, and short, interactive lessons supported by gamification features. Several studies have 

suggested that Duolingo can contribute positively to learners’ motivation and engagement. 

Salsabila Lahji (2024) found that Duolingo supported learners’ motivation in English learning, 

while Zeng & Fisher (2024) reported that using Duolingo outside the classroom increased 

intrinsic motivation among Chinese junior high school students. 

Despite these positive findings, some studies have highlighted potential limitations of 

gamification. Hadi Mogavi et al. (2022) pointed out that poorly designed gamification may 

result in negative learning experiences. Likewise, Kode (2025) discussed several challenges 

related to the implementation of gamification and offered recommendations for its effective use 

in educational contexts. These studies indicate that the effectiveness of gamification largely 

depends on how learners perceive and experience it. 

Although research on gamification and Duolingo has continued to grow, much of the 

existing literature tends to emphasize extrinsic motivation, such as learning driven by rewards, 
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points, or competition (Daliranfirouz et al., 2024; Gao, 2024). While extrinsic motivation can 

encourage participation, it may not be sufficient to support sustained and long-term engagement 

in learning. 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) places greater emphasis on intrinsic motivation, which 

refers to engaging in learning activities due to interest, enjoyment, and personal satisfaction 

(Guay, 2022). According to SDT, Jeon (2022) explains that intrinsic motivation is more likely 

to emerge when learners experience autonomy, competence, and relatedness in their learning 

process. In relation to competence, Grabner-Hagen & Kingsley (2023) highlight that learners’ 

perceptions of progress and effectiveness play an important role in sustaining motivation and 

continued engagement in learning activities. Although research on Duolingo and gamified 

language learning has increased, much of the existing literature relies on quantitative 

approaches that focus on measuring motivation levels or learning outcomes. Fewer studies have 

examined learners’ intrinsic motivation through qualitative exploration of their lived 

experiences, particularly in relation to the psychological needs proposed in Self-Determination 

Theory. 

In response to this gap, the present study aims to explore how Duolingo’s gamification 

fosters intrinsic motivation in EFL learners by focusing on the psychological needs of 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness. This study is guided by two main research questions 

that examine Duolingo’s role in fostering intrinsic motivation in EFL learners. The first research 

question investigates how Duolingo’s gamification contributes to fostering intrinsic motivation 

among EFL learners. The second research question explores how EFL learners experience the 

three psychological needs proposed in Self-Determination Theory, namely autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness, while using Duolingo. 

The novelty of this study lies in its focus on learners’ intrinsic motivation in using 

Duolingo, examined through the lens of Self-Determination Theory and grounded in EFL 

learners’ qualitative experiences within an Indonesian higher education context. By adopting a 

descriptive qualitative approach and focusing on intrinsic motivation through the lens of Self-

Determination Theory, this study provides insights that complement existing quantitative 

findings and contribute to a deeper understanding of motivation in gamified EFL learning 

contexts. 

METHOD 

This study adopted a descriptive qualitative design to investigate how Duolingo’s 

gamification fosters intrinsic motivation among EFL learners. This design was considered 

suitable for answering the research questions, as the study aimed to explore learners’ 

experiences and perceptions rather than to measure variables or test hypotheses. A qualitative 

approach allowed the researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of how learners interpret 

their motivation while using Duolingo, which aligns with the exploratory nature of the research 

questions. 

Descriptive qualitative research focuses on providing a clear and comprehensive account 

of a phenomenon as experienced by participants, using language that closely reflects their 
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viewpoints (Sandelowski, 2000). This design was therefore appropriate for describing how 

Duolingo’s gamification features were experienced in relation to intrinsic motivation. 

Furthermore, the design enabled the integration of participants’ experiences with the theoretical 

framework of Self-Determination Theory, particularly the concepts of autonomy, competence, 

and relatedness (Doyle et al., 2020). Overall, the chosen design was well suited to address the 

purpose of the study and to produce findings that are grounded in learners’ real experiences. 

A purposive sampling technique was employed in this study. This technique was 

considered appropriate because the participants were selected intentionally based on specific 

criteria relevant to the research objectives. The inclusion criteria were as follows: (1) the 

participants were seventh-semester EFL university students from Universitas Negeri Semarang, 

(2) they had been actively using Duolingo for English learning since their first semester of 

study, and (3) they used Duolingo independently outside formal classroom instruction. These 

criteria ensured that all participants had sufficient and sustained experience with Duolingo to 

reflect meaningfully on their motivational experiences. 

The sample size was intentionally limited to ten participants to allow for an in-depth 

exploration of learners’ experiences while still capturing a range of perspectives. In qualitative 

research, a smaller and carefully selected sample is appropriate when the goal is to obtain rich 

and detailed data rather than to generalize findings to a broader population. Selecting 

participants at a similar academic level and with comparable learning backgrounds helped 

reduce variations related to differences in proficiency level or learning context. This sampling 

approach ensured that the study focused more clearly on how Duolingo’s gamification was 

experienced in relation to intrinsic motivation. 

Data were collected using two techniques to allow for triangulation and to enhance the 

credibility of the findings. The first data collection technique employed in this study was a semi-

structured interview. This technique was chosen because it allows for in-depth exploration of 

participants’ personal experiences while providing sufficient flexibility to probe emerging 

issues during the interview process. A total of twelve open-ended questions were developed to 

guide the interviews. The questions were designed based on the core constructs of Self-

Determination Theory, namely autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and were aligned with 

the research questions of the study. 

The interview questions were organized into three main sections. Questions related to 

autonomy explored the extent to which learners felt a sense of control and choice in their 

learning when using Duolingo. Sample questions included: “Do you feel free to choose what 

and when to study on Duolingo?” and “How does this freedom affect your desire to study 

English?” These questions aimed to capture learners’ perceptions of self-directed learning and 

voluntary engagement. 

Questions focusing on competence examined learners’ feelings of progress, effectiveness, 

and confidence in learning English through Duolingo. Examples of questions included: “Do 

you feel Duolingo helps you notice progress or feel more capable in English?” and “How does 

seeing progress influence your confidence or willingness to continue?” These questions were 
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intended to understand how perceived improvement and feedback supported learners’ intrinsic 

motivation. 

Finally, questions related to relatedness explored learners’ sense of connection with 

others while using Duolingo. Sample questions included: “Do you feel connected to other 

learners through Duolingo features?” and “If you feel connected, how does it affect your 

motivation to keep learning?” In addition to these core questions, follow-up prompts were used 

when necessary to encourage participants to elaborate on their responses. All interviews were 

conducted individually and audio-recorded with participants’ consent to ensure accuracy in data 

transcription and analysis. Each interview lasted approximately 15–20 minutes, a duration 

considered sufficient for semi-structured interviews focusing on specific experiences and 

perceptions when participants are familiar with the topic being discussed. Duration decisions 

for semi-structured interviews are often guided by methodological considerations that balance 

depth of information with respondent comfort, and qualitative research texts commonly 

recognize that interview lengths of up to one hour are typical for in-depth data collection in 

studies with focused research questions (Adams, 2015). 

The second data collection instrument was a Self-Determination Theory (SDT)-based 

questionnaire designed to capture learners’ perceptions of autonomy, competence, relatedness, 

and intrinsic motivation when using Duolingo. The questionnaire consisted of 16 items 

distributed across the three basic psychological needs to ensure comprehensive coverage of 

each construct. The items were adapted from established SDT-related instruments assessing 

basic psychological need satisfaction, grounded in the theoretical framework proposed by Ryan 

and Deci (2000), which has been widely applied and empirically supported in motivation 

research. 

The questionnaire included statements reflecting learners’ perceived autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness during Duolingo use. Autonomy-related items addressed learners’ 

sense of freedom in managing their learning process, such as “I use Duolingo because I enjoy 

having control over my learning progress.” Competence-related items focused on learners’ 

perceived progress and capability, for example, “Achieving higher levels or maintaining streaks 

makes me feel more confident in my ability to learn English.” Relatedness-related items 

captured learners’ perceptions of social connection, including statements such as “I feel 

connected to other learners when I use Duolingo.” Participants responded to all items using a 

five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). 

The questionnaire was not intended for statistical hypothesis testing but was used to 

provide an initial overview of participants’ motivational tendencies and to support triangulation 

with the qualitative interview data. By complementing in-depth interview responses with self-

reported motivational perceptions, this instrument helped clarify the types of data recorded and 

strengthened the credibility of the qualitative findings. 

Ethical considerations were carefully addressed throughout the study. Prior to data 

collection, all participants were informed about the purpose of the research, the voluntary nature 

of their participation, and their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. Written informed 
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consent was obtained from all participants. To protect confidentiality, participants’ identities 

were anonymized using pseudonyms, and all data were used solely for research purposes. 

The data were analyzed using thematic analysis following the framework proposed by 

Braun and Clarke (2006). The analysis began with reading and re-reading the interview 

transcripts to achieve familiarity with the data. Initial codes were then generated by identifying 

meaningful segments related to learners’ motivation and experiences with Duolingo. These 

codes were grouped into broader categories based on similarities in meaning, which were 

subsequently organized into overarching themes representing recurring patterns across 

participants’ accounts. The final stage involved interpreting the themes in relation to the 

concepts of autonomy, competence, and relatedness from Self-Determination Theory, allowing 

the researcher to understand how Duolingo’s gamification supported intrinsic motivation in 

EFL learners. 

To ensure the trustworthiness of the study, several strategies were implemented 

throughout the analytical process. Member checking was conducted by summarizing key points 

from the interview data and asking participants to confirm the accuracy of the interpretations. 

In addition, peer debriefing was carried out through discussions with an academic peer to 

review the coding process and the development of themes. An audit trail was maintained by 

documenting data collection procedures, coding decisions, and theme refinement. Together, 

these strategies enhanced the credibility and dependability of the qualitative analysis and 

ensured that the findings were closely grounded in the collected data. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Duolingo is a widely used mobile-assisted language learning application that integrates 

gamification elements such as points, levels, streaks, leaderboards, and immediate feedback 

into language practice activities. These features are designed to encourage frequent engagement 

and sustain learners’ motivation through game-like mechanisms. While Duolingo offers 

advantages such as accessibility, flexibility, and low learning pressure, previous studies have 

also noted limitations, including repetitive tasks and limited opportunities for authentic 

interaction. Against this background, the present study examines how Duolingo’s gamification 

features are experienced by EFL learners and how they contribute to intrinsic motivation when 

viewed through the lens of Self-Determination Theory (SDT). 

 

Figure 1. Duolingo Logo 
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Intrinsic Motivation in Using Duolingo 

The findings indicate that Duolingo’s gamification played a significant role in fostering 

learners’ intrinsic motivation. A clear pattern emerged from the interview data, in which most 

participants (8 out of 10) described their experience of learning English with Duolingo as 

enjoyable, engaging, and less stressful than conventional learning contexts. Participants 

repeatedly emphasized that the learning process felt more like a game than a formal academic 

task, which encouraged voluntary and sustained engagement. 

Several participants reported that they opened Duolingo not because of external demands 

or obligations, but because they personally enjoyed the learning experience.  

One participant stated, 

“I open Duolingo because it feels fun, not like studying. Sometimes I don’t even think 

about the points.” 

Another participant expressed a similar view, explaining that Duolingo had become part 

of their daily routine simply because it was enjoyable and easy to access. These responses 

indicate that enjoyment and interest, rather than external rewards, were central drivers of 

continued engagement. 

From an SDT perspective, these findings suggest that Duolingo successfully supported 

intrinsic motivation by creating positive emotional experiences associated with learning. 

Intrinsic motivation, as conceptualized by SDT, emerges when learners engage in an activity 

for inherent satisfaction rather than for external outcomes. In this study, learners’ enjoyment of 

short, game-like tasks appeared to lower anxiety and reduce the perception of learning as an 

obligation, thereby strengthening intrinsic motivation. This finding aligns with Guay (2022), 

who emphasizes that enjoyable and autonomy-supportive learning environments are more 

likely to foster sustained intrinsic motivation in educational contexts. 

Interestingly, a smaller group of participants (2 out of 10) acknowledged that their initial 

engagement with Duolingo was driven by extrinsic factors such as points, streaks, or curiosity. 

However, these participants reported a gradual shift toward enjoyment and personal satisfaction 

over time. This shift suggests that gamification features may function as entry points that 

facilitate the internalization of motivation, rather than merely reinforcing extrinsic regulation. 

Thus, Duolingo’s gamification appears to support not only initial engagement but also the 

development of more self-determined forms of motivation. 

Beyond describing learners’ enjoyment, these findings suggest a deeper motivational 

process in which Duolingo’s gamification facilitates the internalization of learning goals. 

Within the Self-Determination Theory framework, intrinsic motivation is not merely a positive 

emotional state but reflects a condition in which learners experience learning as inherently 

satisfying and self-endorsed. The fact that most participants reported using Duolingo 

voluntarily, without explicit concern for points or rewards, indicates that their engagement was 

regulated by interest rather than external contingencies. 
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This finding extends previous research on gamified language learning, which has often 

emphasized extrinsic motivators such as badges, scores, and streaks. While such features are 

frequently criticized for fostering surface-level engagement, the present study demonstrates that 

gamification can also serve as a pathway toward more self-determined motivation when 

learners perceive the activity as enjoyable and meaningful. In this sense, Duolingo’s game-like 

structure appears to function not as an end in itself but as a medium that reshapes learners’ 

emotional relationship with language learning. 

From a theoretical standpoint, this supports SDT’s assertion that intrinsic motivation is 

most likely to emerge when learning environments minimize pressure and maximize 

enjoyment. Rather than contradicting earlier quantitative findings on extrinsic rewards, this 

study complements them by showing how extrinsic game elements may gradually lose salience 

as learners’ motivation becomes more internalized. 

Autonomy 

Autonomy emerged as one of the most consistently reported themes across participants’ 

accounts. Nearly all participants (9 out of 10) emphasized that the freedom to choose when, 

where, and how long to study significantly influenced their motivation to continue using 

Duolingo. Participants frequently contrasted this flexibility with classroom-based learning, 

which they perceived as more structured and time-restricted. 

One participant explained, 

“I like that I can study whenever I want, even just for five minutes before sleeping.” 

Another participant highlighted the importance of being able to choose specific lessons 

or skills based on personal needs, such as vocabulary or grammar. This sense of control led 

participants to feel more responsible for their own learning progress and reduced feelings of 

pressure or obligation. 

In addition to temporal flexibility, participants highlighted the ability to select specific 

skills or lessons based on personal needs, such as focusing on vocabulary or grammar. This 

sense of control encouraged learners to take greater responsibility for their learning and reduced 

feelings of pressure. From an SDT perspective, such experiences reflect autonomy-supportive 

conditions, where learners perceive their actions as self-initiated rather than externally imposed. 

These findings reinforce previous research indicating that autonomy plays a crucial role 

in sustaining intrinsic motivation in language learning. Jeon (2022) argues that when learners 

experience choice and volition, they are more likely to internalize learning goals and maintain 

long-term engagement. In the present study, autonomy did not merely function as convenience; 

rather, it shaped how learners perceived their relationship with learning itself, transforming 

Duolingo into a personally meaningful learning space. 

However, one participant reported that excessive freedom occasionally led to 

inconsistency, particularly during busy academic periods. This suggests that autonomy alone 

may not guarantee sustained engagement without adequate self-regulation skills. Nevertheless, 
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the overall pattern indicates that autonomy was a central motivational resource that supported 

learners’ intrinsic motivation and continued use of Duolingo. 

The prominence of autonomy in this study highlights its central role not only as a 

contextual feature but as a psychological mechanism shaping learners’ motivational quality. In 

SDT, autonomy refers to the experience of volition and psychological freedom, rather than mere 

independence. Participants’ emphasis on choosing when and how to study suggests that 

Duolingo supported autonomy by allowing learners to align learning activities with their 

personal rhythms, preferences, and daily routines. 

This finding resonates with earlier studies in language learning that argue autonomy-

supportive environments foster deeper engagement and persistence. However, the present study 

adds nuance by illustrating how autonomy operates in mobile-assisted learning contexts. Unlike 

classroom settings, where autonomy is often constrained by curriculum and schedules, 

Duolingo enables micro-level autonomy, such as studying for short periods or selectively 

focusing on specific skills. This flexibility appears to lower psychological resistance and reduce 

the perception of learning as an imposed obligation. 

At the same time, the report from one participant regarding inconsistency suggests that 

autonomy may interact with learners’ self-regulatory capacities. This supports SDT’s view that 

autonomy alone is insufficient if not accompanied by competence and structure. Thus, 

autonomy in gamified learning should be understood as a dynamic construct that empowers 

learners while still requiring supportive design features to sustain engagement. 

Competence 

Competence-related experiences were also strongly reflected in the data. Most 

participants (8 out of 10) reported feeling more capable and confident in their English learning 

as a result of using Duolingo. This sense of competence was closely linked to visible progress 

indicators, such as completing levels, receiving immediate feedback, and recognizing 

improvement over time. 

One participant stated, 

“When I finish a level, I feel proud because I can see that I’m improving.” 

Another participant mentioned that repeated exposure to vocabulary and sentence 

structures helped them recognize gradual improvement, which increased their confidence to 

continue learning. These experiences reinforced learners’ belief that they were capable of 

mastering the learning material. 

Duolingo’s design provides continuous feedback and clear indicators of progress, which 

appeared to reinforce learners’ perceptions of effectiveness. According to SDT, competence 

satisfaction is achieved when individuals feel capable of mastering challenges and achieving 

desired outcomes. In this study, learners’ confidence grew as they successfully completed tasks 

and noticed incremental improvement, which, in turn, motivated them to persist. 

These findings are consistent with Grabner-Hagen & Kingsley (2023), who highlight the 

role of feedback and progress visualization in enhancing learners’ confidence and persistence 
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in digital learning environments. However, the data also revealed a limitation: two participants 

noted that repetitive or overly easy tasks reduced their sense of challenge and engagement. This 

suggests that while competence support is crucial, maintaining an optimal balance between 

challenge and skill is necessary to sustain motivation over time. Overall, competence emerged 

as a strong motivational factor that complemented autonomy in fostering intrinsic motivation. 

The strong emphasis on competence reflects the importance of perceived effectiveness in 

sustaining intrinsic motivation. According to SDT, competence satisfaction occurs when 

individuals feel capable of mastering challenges and achieving meaningful outcomes. In this 

study, Duolingo’s immediate feedback and progress indicators played a critical role in 

reinforcing learners’ perceptions of improvement, thereby strengthening their motivation to 

persist. 

Importantly, competence in this context was not tied to formal assessment or comparison 

with institutional standards, but to personal benchmarks of progress. This aligns with SDT’s 

conceptualization of competence as an internal judgment of effectiveness rather than an 

externally validated achievement. By allowing learners to observe incremental progress, 

Duolingo helped transform learning into a series of achievable goals, which reduced anxiety 

and increased confidence. 

However, participants’ comments about repetitive or overly easy tasks point to a potential 

limitation in gamified learning design. SDT posits that competence is optimally supported when 

challenges are well matched to learners’ skill levels. When tasks fail to evolve in complexity, 

the motivational benefits of competence may diminish. This finding echoes previous critiques 

of gamified applications that prioritize consistency over adaptive challenge, suggesting that 

sustaining intrinsic motivation requires careful calibration of difficulty levels. 

Relatedness 

Compared to autonomy and competence, relatedness played a more moderate but still 

meaningful role in learners’ motivation. Around half of the participants (5 out of 10) reported 

feeling some form of social connection through Duolingo features such as leaderboards, streak 

comparisons, or awareness of friends’ progress. 

One participant stated, 

“Seeing my friends’ scores makes me want to keep learning so I don’t fall behind.” 

Another participant explained that although they did not interact directly with other 

learners, knowing that others were learning at the same time created a sense of shared 

experience. This indirect form of social connection contributed to motivation, particularly 

through friendly competition. 

Compared to autonomy and competence, relatedness played a more moderate but still 

meaningful role in learners’ motivation. Approximately half of the participants (5 out of 10) 

reported feeling socially motivated through features such as leaderboards, streak comparisons, 

or awareness of friends’ progress. One participant remarked, “Seeing my friends’ scores makes 
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me want to keep learning so I don’t fall behind.” Even in the absence of direct interaction, 

social comparison created a sense of shared learning experience. 

From an SDT perspective, relatedness does not necessarily require close interpersonal 

interaction; rather, it involves feeling connected or socially embedded in an activity. In this 

study, minimal social cues, such as knowing that others were also learning, were sufficient to 

motivate some learners. This finding supports Zeng and Fisher (2024), who argue that social 

awareness in gamified environments can enhance motivation through indirect forms of 

relatedness. 

However, the remaining participants viewed Duolingo primarily as an individual learning 

tool and did not consider social features as central to their motivation. This variation highlights 

that the impact of relatedness may depend on individual preferences and learning orientations. 

While relatedness was not universally influential, it functioned as a complementary 

motivational factor for some learners, reinforcing engagement through social comparison and 

shared goals. 

The varied role of relatedness observed in this study underscores the contextual nature of 

social motivation in gamified learning environments. While some learners were motivated by 

social comparison and awareness of others’ progress, others perceived Duolingo as a primarily 

individual learning tool. This divergence suggests that relatedness in digital contexts may 

function differently from traditional classroom interactions. 

From an SDT perspective, relatedness does not necessitate direct communication but 

involves feeling connected to a broader learning community. In this study, even minimal social 

cues—such as leaderboards or streak visibility—were sufficient to evoke a sense of shared 

participation for some learners. This supports the argument that indirect forms of social 

presence can fulfill relatedness needs, particularly in asynchronous and mobile learning 

settings. 

At the same time, the limited impact of relatedness for some participants indicates that 

autonomy and competence may take precedence in self-paced digital learning. Rather than 

viewing this as a weakness, it highlights the flexibility of SDT in explaining individual 

differences in motivational orientations. Gamified applications like Duolingo may therefore 

benefit from offering optional social features that support relatedness without imposing social 

pressure on learners who prefer solitary learning experiences. 

CONCLUSION 

This study explored how Duolingo’s gamification fosters intrinsic motivation in EFL 

learners through the lens of Self-Determination Theory. The findings indicate that Duolingo 

supports intrinsic motivation by creating an enjoyable and flexible learning environment that 

encourages learners to engage voluntarily. In particular, autonomy and competence emerged as 

the most influential factors, as learners valued the freedom to manage their own learning pace 

and the sense of progress gained through visible feedback. Relatedness played a more variable 

role, with some learners feeling motivated by social features while others perceived learning as 

a more individual process. 
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By adopting a descriptive qualitative design, this study contributes to existing research 

by providing an in-depth understanding of learners’ lived experiences with gamified language 

learning applications. Unlike many previous studies that emphasize quantitative outcomes or 

extrinsic motivation, this research highlights how intrinsic motivation develops when learners’ 

psychological needs are supported. The findings extend the application of Self-Determination 

Theory to mobile-assisted language learning contexts and offer qualitative evidence that 

complements earlier quantitative studies on Duolingo and educational gamification. 

From a practical perspective, these findings suggest several pedagogical implications for 

EFL instruction and educational technology design. For EFL lecturers, integrating gamified 

applications such as Duolingo as supplementary learning tools may help support students’ 

autonomy and competence by allowing flexible, self-paced practice outside the classroom. 

Rather than positioning gamification solely as a reward-based strategy, instructors can 

encourage learners to reflect on personal progress and enjoyment to strengthen intrinsic 

motivation. For application developers, the results highlight the importance of balancing game 

elements with meaningful feedback and adaptive challenges to sustain learners’ sense of 

competence, while offering optional social features to accommodate diverse motivational 

preferences. 

This study is limited by its small sample size and focus on university students from a 

single institution, which may restrict the generalizability of the findings. Future research is 

recommended to involve more diverse participant groups and to combine qualitative and 

quantitative approaches in order to further examine how gamification can support intrinsic 

motivation across different EFL learning contexts. 
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