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What Is the HEXAD Model?
The Name Explained
HEX = six. The HEXAD model classifies users into six distinct motivational types, 
each of which responds differently to the elements of gamified and immersive 
systems. Developed by Andrzej Marczewski, it has become one of the most 
widely cited frameworks in gamification research, educational technology, and 
UX design.

Rather than treating all learners as a homogeneous group, HEXAD 
acknowledges that motivational diversity is the norm — and that effective 
design must account for it.

The Six User Types

01

Philanthropists
Motivated by purpose and meaning

02

Socializers
Motivated by human connection

03

Free Spirits
Motivated by autonomy and creativity

04

Achievers
Motivated by mastery and competence

05

Players
Motivated by rewards and incentives

06

Disruptors
Motivated by change and influence



Theoretical Foundations of HEXAD
The HEXAD model is strongly grounded in Self-Determination Theory (SDT), one of the most robust psychological frameworks for 
understanding human motivation. Developed by Deci and Ryan, SDT identifies three core psychological needs that drive intrinsic motivation: 
autonomy (the need to feel in control of one's actions), competence (the need to feel capable and effective), and relatedness (the need to feel 
connected to others).

Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Motivation

HEXAD recognises that some user types are driven primarily by 
intrinsic factors — internal satisfaction, curiosity, growth, and 
purpose — while others are more strongly influenced by extrinsic 
motivators such as rewards, points, and recognition. Effective 
gamification design must address both.

• Intrinsic: Philanthropists, Free Spirits, Achievers, Socializers
• Extrinsic: Players (primary), Disruptors (context-dependent)

Why SDT Matters for VR and VET

In immersive and vocational learning environments, SDT-aligned 
design ensures that learners are not merely completing tasks for 
external rewards but developing genuine motivation to engage, 
persist, and transfer skills to real-world contexts. HEXAD provides 
the practical user-type taxonomy that makes SDT actionable for 
instructional designers and gamification practitioners.



USER TYPE 1

Philanthropists — Motivated by Purpose
Core Characteristics

Philanthropists are intrinsically motivated by purpose, meaning, and 
altruism. They derive deep satisfaction from helping others, sharing 
knowledge, and contributing to something larger than themselves. They 
are not driven by personal gain or competitive achievement — rather, 
they are energised by the sense that their participation makes a genuine 
difference to those around them.

In gamified systems, philanthropists respond well to:

• Mentoring and coaching roles
• Knowledge-sharing and collaborative problem-solving
• Community contribution mechanics
• Meaningful narratives that emphasise collective impact

Philanthropists in VR and VET

In vocational education and immersive learning contexts, philanthropists 
naturally gravitate towards roles that support their peers. They are often 
the learners who emerge as peer mentors, team coordinators, and 
collaborative anchors within group-based simulations.

Practical VR and VET examples include:

• Taking on guide or instructor roles in multi-user VR simulations
• Coordinating collaborative tasks in virtual engineering or 

healthcare labs
• Contributing to shared virtual construction or manufacturing 

environments
• Offering feedback and support to teammates during debriefs

Design tip: Give philanthropists opportunities to teach, mentor, 
and contribute — not just consume content.



USER TYPE 2

Socializers — Motivated by Human Connection
Core Characteristics

Socializers are driven by relationships, communication, and shared 
experiences. They thrive in environments where they can interact with 
others, exchange ideas, and feel part of a community. The quality of 
interpersonal connections matters far more to socializers than individual 
achievement or exploration.

Socializers respond well to:

• Multiplayer and co-operative learning activities
• Discussion-based and debate-driven tasks
• Virtual classrooms and group VR simulations
• Social recognition mechanics (e.g., peer appreciation, team 

leaderboards)

Socializers in XR Learning Environments

XR and metaverse learning environments are exceptionally well-suited to 
socializers because they replicate the richness of face-to-face 
interaction through avatars, spatial audio, shared virtual objects, and 
real-time voice communication. The sense of shared presence — known 
as "co-presence" — is a powerful motivator for this user type.

Examples in VR and VET settings:

• Collaborative virtual workshops and team-based debriefs
• Multi-user engineering or safety training simulations
• Social XR environments modelled on industrial workplaces
• Group-based healthcare and first-responder scenarios

Design tip: Ensure social mechanics — chat, voice, shared tasks 
— are integral to the experience, not optional add-ons.



USER TYPE 3

Free Spirits — Motivated by Autonomy
Core Characteristics

Free Spirits are intrinsically motivated by autonomy, creativity, and the 
freedom to explore. They dislike rigid structures, prescribed pathways, 
and heavily constrained environments. Instead, they are energised by 
open-ended experiences where they can experiment, discover, and 
personalise their journey.

Free Spirits respond well to:

• Open-world and sandbox-style learning environments
• Non-linear narrative structures and exploration mechanics
• Customisation options — avatars, tools, environments
• Minimal penalty for experimentation and failure
• Creative problem-solving challenges with multiple valid solutions

Free Spirits in VR and Immersive Learning

VR is arguably the ideal medium for Free Spirits because it enables truly 
embodied exploration in ways that no flat-screen interface can replicate. 
The physicality of navigating a virtual environment, manipulating objects, 
and experimenting with systems aligns perfectly with this user type's 
motivational profile.

Examples in VR and VET contexts:

• Exploring digital twins of industrial facilities at their own pace
• Modifying virtual machinery configurations to understand system 

behaviour
• Experimenting with alternative assembly or maintenance 

procedures
• Customising virtual workspaces and learning environments

Design tip: Build in choice, exploration, and consequences 
rather than a single prescribed path.



USER TYPE 4

Achievers — Motivated by Mastery
Core Characteristics

Achievers are driven by progression, mastery, and demonstrable 
competence. They set goals, pursue them with focus, and derive deep 
satisfaction from completing challenges and earning recognition. Achievers 
are not simply collecting rewards — they want to genuinely improve and 
have evidence of that improvement.

Achievers respond well to:

• Clearly defined levels, milestones, and progression systems
• Competency-based certifications and microcredentials
• Performance metrics, scores, and improvement tracking
• Challenging tasks that require skill development
• Feedback mechanisms that highlight growth over time

Achievers in VET and VR Environments

Achievers are exceptionally well-served by competency-based vocational 
education, where credentials are tied directly to demonstrated performance. 
VR simulations provide measurable, repeatable environments where achievers 
can practice until they reach mastery — without the cost or risk of real-world 
errors.

Examples in VR and VET settings:

• Completing VR safety and compliance modules with performance 
scoring

• Earning industry-recognised microcredentials through immersive 
simulation

• Passing procedural competency checks in virtual manufacturing or 
healthcare

• Tracking improvement across repeated simulation attempts

Design tip: Make progression visible. Dashboards, badges, and skill 
trees are powerful motivators for achievers.



USER TYPE 5

Players — Motivated by Rewards
Core Characteristics

Players are primarily driven by extrinsic motivation — they engage 
with systems because of the rewards on offer, not necessarily because 
of deep interest in the content or activity itself. Points, prizes, 
leaderboard rankings, and tangible incentives are the primary 
engagement drivers for this user type.

It is important to note that this does not make Players "less serious" as 
learners — rather, they simply have a different motivational entry 
point. Skilled designers can use extrinsic rewards as an on-ramp to 
deeper engagement.

Players respond well to:

• Points, tokens, and currency systems
• Leaderboards and competitive rankings
• Unlockable achievements and reward tiers
• Time-limited challenges and performance bonuses

Players in Gamified Learning Systems

In gamified VR and VET environments, players are often highly active 
participants — they engage consistently with systems that offer clear, 
frequent, and meaningful rewards. The key design challenge is ensuring 
that reward systems reinforce learning objectives rather than superficial 
task completion.

Examples in gamified learning contexts:

• Earning points and tokens for completing simulation modules
• Unlocking new virtual tools or environments through performance
• Competing on class or cohort leaderboards
• Receiving digital certificates with shareable credentials

Design caution: Over-reliance on extrinsic rewards can 
undermine intrinsic motivation in other user types — balance is 
essential.



USER TYPE 6

Disruptors — Motivated by Change
Core Characteristics

Disruptors are motivated by change, influence, and the desire to 
challenge existing systems. They are not content to simply follow 
prescribed paths — they want to test limits, identify weaknesses, and 
reshape the environments they inhabit. Disruptors can be a significant 
design challenge, but also a tremendous asset when their energy is 
channelled constructively.

Positive disruptors may:

• Identify flaws or inefficiencies in learning systems
• Suggest creative innovations and improvements
• Push the boundaries of what a simulation or environment can do

Negative disruptors may:

• Exploit loopholes in reward or progression systems
• Disrupt collaborative activities and team dynamics
• Disengage when they feel the system cannot be influenced

Disruptors in XR and Immersive Systems

Immersive environments present a unique opportunity to harness 
disruptive energy productively. VR simulations can be designed with 
deliberately open-ended problem spaces, sandbox mechanics, and "what 
if?" scenarios that give disruptors a legitimate outlet for experimentation 
and boundary-testing.

Examples of channelling disruption positively:

• Sandbox VR environments where learners can stress-test systems 
safely

• Innovation challenges that reward identifying process 
improvements

• Role-playing scenarios where disrupting the status quo is the goal
• Bug-finding or system-testing roles within collaborative simulations

Design tip: Give disruptors legitimate outlets — structured 
sandbox spaces, innovation challenges, and system-testing roles 
transform potential friction into creative force.



HEXAD User Types at a Glance
A summary of all six HEXAD user types, their primary motivational drivers, and the gamification mechanics most likely to engage each type effectively in 
learning and immersive environments.

User Type Main Motivation Responds Well To VR / VET Application

Philanthropists Purpose & Meaning Mentoring roles, knowledge sharing, 
collaborative contribution

Peer guidance in multi-user VR, team 
coordination in vocational labs

Socializers Relationships Multiplayer activities, social recognition, 
shared experiences

Social XR environments, collaborative 
industrial simulations

Free Spirits Freedom & Autonomy Open-ended exploration, customisation, 
non-linear paths

Digital twins, sandbox VR, exploratory 
vocational simulations

Achievers Mastery & 
Competence

Levels, badges, certifications, measurable 
progression

Competency-based VET, microcredentials, 
immersive assessments

Players Rewards Points, leaderboards, unlockables, 
performance bonuses

Token systems, ranked simulation 
completions, gamified VET

Disruptors Change & Influence Innovation challenges, system-testing, 
sandbox mechanics

Stress-testing VR systems, creative problem-
solving scenarios



HEXAD in VR, AR, and XR Learning Design
One of the most compelling attributes of the HEXAD model is its natural alignment with the capabilities of immersive XR technologies. Unlike 
traditional eLearning environments, VR, AR, and mixed reality systems can simultaneously support multiple motivational profiles within a 
single experience — making them exceptionally powerful platforms for HEXAD-informed design.

Exploration (Free Spirits)

VR's spatial freedom enables genuine exploration of digital twins, 
virtual factories, and open learning environments that no flat-screen 
medium can replicate.

Social Collaboration (Socializers)

Shared XR spaces with avatars and voice communication create rich 
social presence, enabling the collaborative interaction that socializers 
need to stay engaged.

Progression Systems (Achievers & Players)

Embedded scoring, performance analytics, and certification pathways 
within VR modules give achievers and players clear feedback loops 
and reward structures.

Creative Influence (Disruptors)

Sandbox and open-ended immersive scenarios allow disruptors to test 
boundaries, experiment with outcomes, and contribute meaningfully 
to system improvement.



HEXAD in Vocational Education and Training (VET)
Why HEXAD Transforms VET Design

Vocational Education and Training contexts present a particularly rich 
application space for the HEXAD model. VET learners come from diverse 
backgrounds, bring varying levels of intrinsic motivation, and often engage 
with learning in highly practical, skills-focused ways. A one-size-fits-all 
approach consistently fails to engage all learner types, leading to 
disengagement, poor retention, and incomplete competency development.

By applying HEXAD principles to VET curriculum and simulation design, 
instructional designers can:

• Personalise motivational pathways within shared learning 
environments

• Increase engagement and reduce dropout rates
• Align assessment and progression systems with learner motivational 

profiles
• Create more effective peer-learning and mentoring structures

VET Application Examples by Sector

Advanced Manufacturing

VR welding, CNC operation, and 
smart factory simulations — 
with progression for achievers, 
collaboration for socializers, and 
sandbox exploration for free 
spirits.

Healthcare & Allied Health

Patient care simulations and 
clinical procedure training — 
mentoring mechanics for 
philanthropists, team scenarios 
for socializers, and competency 
badges for achievers.

Robotics & Industry 4.0

Immersive robotics 
programming and automation 
labs — open-ended for free 
spirits, performance-scored for 
players, and innovation-focused 
for disruptors.

Construction & 
Infrastructure

Virtual site safety training and 
building information modelling 
— collaborative for socializers, 
certification-driven for 
achievers, and scenario-varied 
for all types.



HEXAD and AI-Supported Adaptive Learning
The integration of AI-driven personalisation with the HEXAD framework represents one of the most exciting frontiers in immersive learning design. 
Where traditional gamification applies the same mechanics to all learners, AI-supported HEXAD systems can continuously analyse individual behaviour 
and dynamically adapt the learning environment to match each learner's motivational profile.

What AI Can Analyse

• Interaction patterns within VR environments (exploration vs. task 
completion)

• Social behaviour in multi-user simulations (collaboration frequency, 
communication style)

• Response to reward and feedback mechanics over time
• Time-on-task, retry rates, and challenge-seeking behaviour
• Emotional indicators via biometric and facial expression data

What AI Can Personalise

• Challenge levels — adaptive difficulty calibrated to achiever and 
player profiles

• Reward structures — frequency and type of rewards adjusted for 
player motivation

• Collaboration opportunities — social pairings and team 
composition for socializers

• Exploration pathways — non-linear route options activated for 
free spirits

• Mentoring prompts — peer-teaching opportunities surfaced for 
philanthropists

The result is an Adaptive Gamified XR Learning System — one that responds to who each learner is, rather than applying the same 
experience to everyone.



Strengths and Limitations of the HEXAD Model
Strengths

• Learner-centred: Shifts design focus from content delivery to 
motivational alignment, placing the learner's psychological needs 
at the centre of the experience.

• Practical and actionable: Unlike purely theoretical frameworks, 
HEXAD offers concrete design implications that instructional 
designers can apply immediately.

• SDT-grounded: Its foundation in Self-Determination Theory gives 
it strong theoretical credibility and research backing.

• Scalable: Applicable across contexts — from simple gamified 
quizzes to fully immersive multi-user VR environments.

• Validated instrument: Marczewski's HEXAD Scale provides a 
psychometrically validated tool for profiling learner types in 
research and practice.

• Wide adoption: Extensively cited in gamification research, UX 
design, serious games, and educational technology literature.

Limitations and Critiques

• Category overlap: In practice, learners rarely conform to a single 
type — most individuals exhibit characteristics of multiple HEXAD 
profiles simultaneously.

• Motivational fluidity: Motivation changes over time, across 
contexts, and in response to experience. A fixed profile may not 
reflect a learner's evolving needs.

• Context dependency: A learner may behave as a socializer in one 
environment and an achiever in another, making static 
classification potentially misleading.

• Simplification risk: Human motivation is considerably more 
complex than six categories can capture — HEXAD should be seen 
as a useful heuristic, not a definitive taxonomy.

Despite these limitations, HEXAD remains one of the most 
practical, research-informed, and widely applicable 
gamification frameworks available to learning designers today.



The Future of HEXAD in Immersive Learning
As immersive technologies continue to mature — and as AI becomes increasingly embedded in learning systems — the HEXAD model is poised 
to become even more powerful as a design framework. Future XR learning environments will be capable of real-time motivational adaptation 
at a level of granularity that is currently impossible.

AI Personalisation

Dynamic HEXAD profiling via continuous 
behavioural analytics, adjusting 
challenges, rewards, and social 
mechanics in real time.

Biometric Analytics

Heart rate, gaze tracking, and 
physiological data used to infer 
motivational state and adapt the learning 
experience accordingly.

Emotional Recognition

Affective computing enables systems to 
detect frustration, boredom, or flow 
states and respond with HEXAD-aligned 
interventions.

Metaverse Education

Persistent social XR learning worlds designed around all six 
HEXAD types — enabling every learner to find their optimal 
engagement path.

Industry 5.0 Training

Human-centred smart factory training environments that blend 
physical and virtual experiences, designed for motivational 
diversity from the ground up.



Conclusion — Designing for Motivational Diversity
Key Takeaways
Andrzej Marczewski's HEXAD model provides learning designers, gamification 
practitioners, and immersive technology developers with a rigorous yet practical 
framework for understanding and designing for motivational diversity. Its core 
insight — that people engage with systems for fundamentally different reasons — is 
as relevant to a VR welding simulation as it is to a gamified corporate training 
platform.

The six user types offer actionable design principles:

Philanthropists
Give them opportunities to contribute and mentor

Socializers
Build rich social presence and collaborative mechanics

Free Spirits
Offer autonomy, exploration, and creative freedom

Achievers
Provide clear progression and mastery pathways

Players
Design meaningful, balanced reward structures

Disruptors
Channel change-seeking energy into innovation

Resources and Further Reading
Explore these authoritative resources to deepen your understanding of the HEXAD 
model and its application in gamification and immersive learning:

• HEXAD User Types Test: gamified.uk/user-types
• Andrzej Marczewski's Website: marczewski.me.uk
• Gamification Research Hub: gamified.uk
• Unity XR Platform: unity.com/xr
• Unreal Engine VR: unrealengine.com/virtual-reality
• OpenXR Standard: khronos.org/openxr
• Flow Theory (Csikszentmihalyi): positivepsychology.com

Understanding learner motivation is not a nice-to-have — it is the 
foundation of effective, engaging, and lasting immersive learning design.

https://gamified.uk/user-types/
https://marczewski.me.uk/
https://www.gamified.uk/
https://unity.com/xr
https://www.unrealengine.com/en-US/virtual-reality
https://www.khronos.org/openxr/
https://positivepsychology.com/mihaly-csikszentmihalyi-father-of-flow/
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