
 

Forum on Video Games for Mental 
Health

 
 

Author Keywords 
Video games; mental health; e-health; digital health 

CCS Concepts 
• Human-centered computing →  Human computer 

interaction (HCI) 

Abstract 
Over the recent years, mental health has become a 
major disease burden globally [28]. Untreated mental 
illness has serious consequences for the individual, re-
sulting in lower quality of life [21] and has severe 
negative effects on the global economy. Accumulated, 
the tangible and intangible costs of depression and anx-
iety alone are estimated at $1 trillion USD per year [5]; 
projections suggest that similar costs can be expected 
for neurodegenerative diseases such as Alzheimer’s or 
Parkinson’s [26]. A dire situation which requires crea-
tive, flexible, and scaling solutions. 

According to the WHO Mental Health Atlas [25], in 
many low and middle-income countries standard of 
care mental health services are not available, inacces-
sible, or financially out of reach. Even in higher income 
countries where access to mental health care has im-
proved, there are still long waiting times, systematic 
stigmatisation, and high costs—preventing effective 
treatment for all in need of services.  
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The limitations of global mental health care cannot be 
overcome by simply training more professionals and 
growing the current infrastructure. Simply put, there 
are not enough mental health professionals in practice 
or training today to ever meet the global need [1,27]. 
Thus, to match demand, novel solutions need to oper-
ate at scale, maximize individual treatment efficacy, 
and minimize maintenance costs. There are already 
examples of digital interventions in the domain of men-
tal health (see [15] for an overview), whose success 
offer promise for use in self-help or as an adjunct to 
clinical treatment [11]. 

Video games are accessible, motivating, broadly ap-
pealing, and can be tailored to individual needs [1]. 
These properties of video games can be leveraged 
when designing digital solutions that can be adapted to 
personal needs, appeal to people independent of demo-
graphic or socio-economic factors, are used repeatedly, 
and are accessible independent of geographic location. 

Games for Mental Health 
People play a lot of games; four out of five American 
households own a gaming device [9], and international-
ly, the game market has exceeded $121 billion in 2017 
[25]. Games are played independent of age, gender, 
region, or socioeconomic status and are widely accessi-
ble [9,10]. 

The first FDA approved game-based digital treatment, 
Akili (Akili Interactive Labs, Inc., 2018), addresses cog-
nitive control and stimulates functionally dependent 
processes such as attention, working memory, and ex-
ecutive functioning to treat Attention Deficit Hyperactiv-
ity Disorder (ADHD). Having passed the pivotal stage of 
assessment, the team around Akili suggests that the 

game environment increases compliance and deep en-
gagement, creating a compelling experience with 
treatment success. 

Games also offer advantages for assessment, Sea Hero 
Quest (Glitchers, 2016), for example, was designed to 
gain insights into the process of 3D navigation; a skill 
lost early by dementia patients. The game is built 
around sea navigation and asks player to navigate, 
shoot flares as an indicator of orientation, and chase 
creatures. 2.5 million data sets of Sea Hero Quest play-
ers are now scrutinized for their potential to improve 
cognitive and clinical assessment and enhance educa-
tional approaches [6]. 

Games have also been used as preventive measures or 
to build resilience in vulnerable populations. VicHealth, 
the Victorian Health Promotion Foundation based in 
Victoria Australia, has created a game that helps young 
Australians to preserve self-esteem during the process 
of finding employment [23]. 

Similar to films like “Melancholia” or “A Beautiful Mind”, 
games have begun to explore the effects of mental 
health on their protagonists. Hellblade: Senua's Sacri-
fice (Ninja Theory, 2017), for example, explores the 
mental health the Pict warrior Senua, offering a unique 
perspective on the challenges faced by people with psy-
chosis. A welcome side effect of mainstream culture 
engaging with mental health issues is a more facetted 
understanding of a complicated illness and subsequent-
ly stigma reduction. 

In recent years, research has also deepened our under-
standing of how individual game design strategies can 
be applied out of context to facilitate engagement and 
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enjoyment in non-game contexts [7] – a process called 
gamification. There are several examples of gamified 
interventions in the context of mental health (e.g., 
[8,12,13,17,18,19,20]).  

The community for research on video games and men-
tal health spans multiple disciplines ranging from cogni-
tive sciences, computer science, and interaction design, 
over game design, and game development, to psychol-
ogy, neurobiology, and medicine [14]. The goal of the 
proposed “Forum on Video Games for Mental Health” is 
to bring together an international group of researchers 
and practitioners to discuss the current state of video 
games for mental health and to provide a venue within 
CHI PLAY to share ideas, network, and form new col-
laborations. 

Previous Events 
The workshop on Video Games for the Assessment and 
Treatment of Mental Health [16] during CHI PLAY 2017, 
co-organized by Max Birk and Vero Vanden Abeele, was 
well attended (20+ attendees) and showed that there is 
a high demand within the games community to discuss 
current issues around designing and evaluating video 
games for mental health. 

Greg Wadley and John Torous co-organized the sympo-
sium for computing in mental health during CHI 2018 
[24]. In its 3rd year the symposium attracted high pro-
file keynotes and more than 70 attendees, showing how 
timely topics around Computing and Mental Health – 
including video games – are [3,4].  
 
We are confident that the proposed Forum on Video 
Games for Mental Health will spawn wide interest and 

draw in researchers and practitioners from multiple 
disciplines similar to the described previous events.  

Submission Format 
Participants can submit four different formats to the 
workshop: First, long papers are submitted to the Jour-
nal of Medical Research submission system, with the 
intend to publish in the JMIR Special Issue on Video 
Games for Mental Health. Papers invited for presenta-
tion will be selected from the pool of submitted long 
papers. Second, short papers (2-4 pages, Extended 
Abstract) are submitted through EasyChair which will 
be presented as a poster during coffee breaks. Third, 
posters describing work-in-progress, a technology, or 
an existing publication are also submitted via Easy-
Chair. Forth, a social paper (1-page, EA) briefly intro-
ducing the author and their interest in the field can also 
be submitted through EasyChair. 

Planned Activities 
We will have three keynotes, addressing traditional ap-
proaches in mental health, how digital interventions 
currently advance traditional interventions, and the 
future potential of game-based design for mental 
health. With Jennifer Hazel, checkpoint.org.au; Mark 
Larsen, Black Dog Institute; and Roger Altizer, we at-
tracted three keynote speakers with a substantial and 
diverse background concerning digital interventions for 
mental health and the use of video games in and for 
therapy.   

Participants will have the opportunity to broaden their 
perspective and network with an international research 
community of peers in different stages of their careers 
interested in games and mental health. Furthermore, 
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the community will benefit through future events and 
collaborations. 

The forum will be run as a single day event, split into 
four units. The first unit will be a short introduction by 
the workshop organizers followed by three keynotes. 
During the second unit, participants engage in a design 
exercise around video games for mental health and 
present their insights to the larger audience. In the 
third unit, participants who submitted to JMIR will be 
invited to present their work in from of a short presen-
tation (3 min). In unit four, the keynote speakers will 
engage in a structured panel discussion with audience 
engagement. During coffee breaks participants who 
submitted short papers will present their work as poster 
presentations. Lunch will be used for additional net-
working and community development. 

Submissions will be documented and made available 
our website: https://chiplaymhforum.wordpress.com/.  

Participants 
Authors of long papers will be invited to submit to the 
2018 Video Games for Mental Health Special Issue at 
JMIR Mental Health; presentations will be selected 
based on submitted abstracts. Authors of short papers 
are encouraged to submit a 2 to 4-page position paper. 
Social papers should only be a 1-page biography; post-
ers can be submitted without any further information. 

Papers submitted to JMIR will be reviewed by at least 
three expert reviewers and published through JMIR as 
an e-collection. Short papers, posters, and social pa-
pers, will be reviewed by the organizers and accepted 
papers will be presented on the website as part of the 
proceedings. 

Papers on the following topics are encouraged:  

• Innovative game designs and technologies for pro-
moting, assessing or treating mental health 

• User-centered or participatory design methods ap-
plied to games for mental health 

• Implementation strategies and or clinical/practical 
considerations when using games for mental health 

• User studies, experiments and/or intervention stud-
ies, focused on outcomes of using games for men-
tal health 

• Post-mortems of games for mental health 
• Video games and playful interactions applied in the 

therapeutic context 

We have identified multiple international groups within 
and outside of the CHI Play community who are poten-
tial attendees. We are in communication with research 
groups from Europe, Australia, and North America who 
are interested in attending the workshop. We assume 
that around 40 people from multiple institutions and 
related industries will submit proposals and attend the 
workshop. The success of the Symposium on Compu-
ting and Mental Health at CHI (’16,’17,’18) and of the 
workshop at CHI PLAY 2017 provide an indication of the 
current interest in video games and mental health. 

Conclusions 
This workshop will form the foundation for connecting a 
growing group of researchers, mental health practition-
ers, and developers both within and outside of the CHI 
PLAY community interested in the use of video games 
for mental health.  

Dates 

Submissions: 15 Aug 2018 
Notifications: 1 Sep 2018 
Forum: 28 Oct 2018 
JMIR papers due by: Mar 
2019  
 

Schedule 

8:30-9: Introduction 
9-10:30: Invited speaker 
10-10:30: Coffee + poster  
11-12: Group design exercise 
12-1:30: Lunch 
1:30-2: Presentations 
2-3: Panel discussion 
3-3:30 Coffee + poster  
3:30-5: Structured discussion 
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