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Amid aesthetic fatigue induced by Al, consumer demands have shifted from
passive visual stimulation toward active experiential depth. Grounded in Werbach’s
gamification framework, this study introduces the “Ludic Paradigm” to examine the
playful turn in contemporary packaging design, deconstructing it into three
dimensions: visual play emphasizes the cognitive decoding of packaging’s graphic
symbols, spatial play centers on the narrative construction and exploration of
packages, and behavioral play engages packaging’s interactive mechanisms.
Ultimately, this paradigm reveals how packaging design addresses post-digital
consumers’ profound desire for authentic playable experiences, providing a
methodological reference for packaging design innovation.

Key words: Ludic Paradigm, Packaging Design, Aesthetic Predictions,
Gamification Design, Visual Styles.

INTRODUCTION

With the widespread adoption of Al, various text-to-image models have
greatly expanded the boundaries of visual creation. However, when technology
makes visual presentation extremely exquisite, the quality dominated by algorithms
actually triggers consumers’ aesthetic fatigue [1]. In the context of “unlimited
generation,” consumers no longer settle for visual consumption but rather crave
multidimensional interactions. Consequently, as a highly tangible consumer
touchpoint, contemporary packaging is witnessing a playful aesthetic turn, where
deliberate imperfections and interactive mechanisms emerge as a new frontier.
Kevin Werbach’s gamification framework decodes this phenomenon [2]. From this
view, packaging’s playful aesthetics and interactive mechanisms serve as gamified
components that cater to consumer playfulness. Packaging design thereby
transcends surface aesthetics to become an interactive medium.

PURPOSE

This study proposes the “Ludic Paradigm” to examine contemporary
packaging through three distinct manifestations: visual play via retro aesthetics,
spatial play via cosmic themes, and behavioral play via interactive structures.
Through this framework, the research elucidates how these aesthetics constitute a
significant visual turn and forecasts their future trend.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Theoretical Alignment Between Gamification and Packaging Design
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In For the Win, Kevin Werbach defines gamification as “the use of game
elements and game-design techniques in non-game contexts” to reconfigure user
experiences and intrinsic motivations [3]. This resonates with contemporary
packaging design, where research indicates gamification can broaden the channels
of communication between packaging and consumers, diversifying how packaging
conveys emotion [4]. This synergy manifests through Werbach’s Dynamics-
Mechanics-Components (D-M-C) model. At the dynamics level, packaging design
can integrate with play motivations. At the mechanics level, packaging becomes a
game interface through form and structural design. At the component level,
gamified concepts are communicated through the packaging’s graphic and visual
design. Grounded in this framework, this study deduces a “Ludic Paradigm” model
(Fig. 1), including spatial, behavioral, and visual play. The following sections explore
these three dimensions in detail.

Werbach’s Gamification Theory
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Fig. 1. Derivation model from D-M-C framework. (Author: Xia Guanxing).

Spatial Play: The Construction of Microcosms Through Astral Aesthetics

“Spatial play” transforms packaging into explorable “microcosms.” Within
Werbach’s framework, “Narrative” serves as a core dynamic, imbuing interactions
with grand meaning [5]. Simultaneously, Werbach highlights the “Explorer” concept.
Astral aesthetics in packaging illustrate this mechanism, converting consumers from
buyers into explorers through concept and structural design. For instance, a
mooncake package employs layered concentric circles and optical illusions to
create tunnel-like depth (Fig. 2a), drawing the gaze into endless visual exploration.
A wine bottle adds rocket fins to morph into a spacecraft (Fig. 2b), immersing users
through structural extension. EYESTAR packaging uses transparent materials to
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construct ringed planets (Fig. 2c), turning unboxing behavior into a ritual of
planetary discovery. As consumers immerse themselves in these spatial visuals
and irregular structures, it perfectly corresponds to the explorer’s curiosity and
desire for mastery over unknown spaces in Werbach’s theory. Thus, packaging is
not merely a game, but also carries the ludic significance of exploration.

Fig. 2. Manifestations of spatial play in packaging design: (a) Mooncake
packaging design (Author: BAMBOO); (b) ASPRONAUTS packaging (Author:
Estudio Pablo Guerrero); (c) EYESTAR packaging (Author: OneTwoOne).

Behavioral Play: The Engagement Loops of Interactive Packaging

“Behavioral play” centers on packaging interactivity. In the gamification
model, the “engagement loop” (motivation-action-feedback) is pivotal for sustaining
user involvement. Unlike static one-way displays, interactive packaging physically
guides consumer actions and delivers immediate structural or visual feedback,
continuously fueling the motivation to play [6]. For instance, a wine package creates
a “destruction and revelation” loop by inviting consumers to tear the label to reveal a
hidden river (Fig. 3a), providing instant feedback that generates the thrill of
decryption. A chocolate package functions as a board game (Fig. 3b), consuming
an opponent’s piece, simultaneously depleting the product and advancing the
match, converting a mundane commodity into sustained interaction. A craft beer
can introduces a “co-creation” method via blank illustrations (Fig. 3c), where
consumers doodle on the surface to acquire unique visuals, satisfying the intrinsic
drive for self-expression. In summary, behavioral play inverts packaging into a two-
way embodied interaction. Through dynamic engagement loops, routine functional
acts—such as opening, dismantling, and reassembling—are transformed into
gamified experiences filled with fun and a sense of achievement.

Fig. 3. Manifestations of behavioral play in packaging design: (a) 3 Rios wine
packaging (Author: ANSELMO MENDES); (b) Checkolate packaging (Author: Yu
Yanyi); (c) Drawable can packaging (Author: Mina Matsuhiro & Yosuke Morita).
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Visual Play: Semiotic Reduction and Cognitive Decoding

“Visual play” imbues graphics with “playability” by inviting consumers to
decode symbols. Within Werbach’'s D-M-C model, visual symbols function as
foundational “components.” Contemporary packaging employs pixel art and ASCII
characters because these visual elements evoke collective memories of early video
games. When transposed to packaging, this visual language naturally invites
cognitive participation. A conceptual steak package exemplifies this (Fig. 4a); it
renders meat texture in 8-bit pixel art, labeling F (fat), E (energy), P (protein), and M
(micronutrient) within each grid. This data symbolization deliberately obscures
visual immediacy, compelling consumers to invoke Gestalt closure principles to
achieve visual completion. Similarly, bakery brand Deligogo employs pixel
illustrations to construct a “life as a game” visual system (Fig. 4b), analogizing
commuting to “leveling up” and transforming pastries into game props.
Consequently, the packaging evolves from a mere container into an emotional
interface for food. Furthermore, sparkling water brand Strangelove uses ASCII
characters to covertly form fruit contours (Fig. 4c), forcing consumers to identify
flavors through color and text associations. When consumers overcome these
visual obstacles and successfully reconstruct meaning, they experience what
Werbach terms “Hard Fun”—the pleasure of puzzle-solving and mastery. Through
this process, packaging transcends mere visual decoration to become a game [7].
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Fig. 4. Manifestations of visual play in packaging design: (a) Conceptual
steak packaging (Author: Hu Xuefei); (b) Deligogo bakery packaging (Author: MEAT
Studio); (c) Strangelove sparkling water packaging (Author: Marx Design).

CONCLUSIONS

This study establishes the “Ludic Paradigm” as a critical theoretical
framework for understanding the evolution of contemporary packaging design in the
era of algorithmic visual generation. By synthesizing Kevin Werbach’s gamification
model with design practice, this research demonstrates packaging’s functional
expansion from a static container into an engaging game. The findings reveal three
core dimensions: visual play leverages retro aesthetics and semiotics to invite
cognitive decoding; spatial play, driven by narrative dynamics, transforms
consumers into active explorers; and behavioral play operationalizes the motivation-
action-feedback engagement loop, rendering the packaging fully playable. The
findings suggest that this ludic turn is not merely a stylistic trend but a genuine
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consumer imperative in the Al era, while enabling brands to combat aesthetic
homogenization and achieve packaging innovation. Looking forward, by
reconceptualizing packaging as a playable medium, designers can transcend
surface aesthetics to forge meaningful, participatory experiences that resonate
deeply with post-digital consumers.
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XIA Guanxing

NYON4YHA TMNMAPAOUIMA: BI3YAINIbHI CTUNI TA ECTETUYHI
MPOrHO3U B MAMBYTHbOMY OU3AMHI YIIAKOBKHU

Ha mni ecmemuyHoi emomu, euknukaHoi wmyyHuMm iHmenekmom (L),
3anumu crioxueadie 3micmurnucs 8i0 nacugeHoi  eidyanbHoi cmumynsuii 9o
fpazHeHHs aKmueHo20 2nubuHHo20 oceidy. [pyHMyYUChs Ha  KoHUenuji
eelmigpikayii Bepbaxa, ue docnidxeHHs e800umb «ryOuyHy napaduemy» Ons
8UBYEHHS i2p08020 108OPOMY 8 CydacHoMy Ou3aliHi ynakosku, OeKOHCMPYHHUU
lioeo Ha mpu euMipu: ei3yanbHa 2pa akueHmye yeacy Ha KOcHImueHOMY
OeKkodyB8aHHI epaghidyHUX CUMEOJIi8 yrnaKoeKu, rMpocmoposa epa 30CepedKyemnCs
Ha HapamueHOMY KOHCMpPYto8aHHI ma OocrniO)eHHI yrnakogoK, a rnosediHkosa epa
3anyyae iHmMepakmueHi MexaHi3Mu yrakoeku. 3pewmoto, Uus rnapaduema
po3kpusae, sik Qu3aliH yriakoeku 3ad080JIbHSIE 2/IUbOKe rMpagHEeHHs nocmuugposux
crioxusayie 0o asmeHMmMUYHO20 igpo8o2o 0oceidy, 3abesnedyodu MemodonoaidyHull
opieHmup 0ns iHHosauili y du3aliHi yrnakoeKu.

Knro4yoei cnoea: nydudHa napaduema, Ou3aliH yrnakoeKku, ecmemuyHi
npoeHo3u, Au3aliH eelimMicbikauii, 8isyarnbHi cmurii.
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