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HOW DID WE GET HERE?







A NEW DIRECTION

•A new method 
•Delivering messages for behavior 

change attractive to those at 
highest risk
•Window of opportunity before risk 

starts
• Primary risk reduction and
     prevention 



GAMES: A NOVEL APPROACH TO 
EDUCATION, PREVENTION, AND WELLNESS

• 91% of all people on earth have a mobile phone 
• 56% of people own a smart phone 
• 80% of time on mobile devices is spent inside 

games or apps
• 97% of all teens play videogames; >50% play daily
• Serious videogames can impact health behaviors
• Asthma
• Diabetes
• Nutrition/obesity
• Physical activity
• Smoking prevention
• HIV/sexual risk







PLAY2PREVENT LAB
play2PREVENT.org Develop, evaluate, & implement 

videogames that impact health 
behavior, social intelligence, and 
education in teens and young 
adults

http://play2prevent.org/


EVERY YEAR IN THE US:
 2M+ ADOLESCENTS STRUGGLE WITH SUBSTANCE MISUSE

 5M    YOUTH HAVE AT LEAST 1 MENTAL HEALTH ISSUE

10M   ADOLESCENTS CONTRACT AN STI

SCARCITY OF SUPPORT:
1: 491  SCHOOL COUNSELOR TO STUDENT
1:1381 SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST TO STUDENT

PROBLEMS WE ARE SOLVING



THE RELATIONSHIP TO STUDENT SUCCESS
Mental health and academic success:

• Individual-Level Results: 
• One meta-analysis reviewed 83 intervention studies and found:

• Psychosocial interventions resulted in significant, positive academic impact

• Another review of recent research on student mental health and academic outcomes 
found:
• 91% of studies demonstrated improved academic outcomes because of psycho-social interventions 

and positive effects persisted on average 150 weeks.

• School-Wide Results: 
• At the school level, research supports the integration of positive behavior supports, a 

form of multi-tiered systems support in strengthening school-wide proficiency in math 
and reduced suspensions. 

• One meta-analysis reviewed 213 studies and found:
• Universal social and emotional-based programs had a significant, positive, school-wide impact on 

standardized tests in reading and math and in overall course grades.





BUILDING A PLATFORM



INVOLVE OUR TEEN PARTNERS 
IN EVERY STEP OF THE 
DEVELOPMENT PROCESS



CREATIVE METHODS 

Interviews/Focus Group 
Discussions
Artwork: “Party Scene” Picture
“My Life” Timeline
Poster Project: Message Framing
Photo Feedback Project



PARTY SCENE

ARTIST: NATE POWELL



PHOTO FEEDBACK 
PROJECT



DESIGN INPUT

NO TO THE 
BAGGY PANTS

FAVORITE

CLOTHES 
TOO KID LIKE

TOO OLD



ITERATION, ITERATION, ITERATION







GAME EPILOGUE



RANDOMIZED CONTROLLED TRIAL

11-14 YEAR OLD BOYS & GIRLS
12 AFTER-SCHOOL, SCHOOL, SUMMER PROGRAMS 
12 SESSIONS: 2 TIMES/ WEEK FOR 6 WEEKS
STANDARDIZED ASSESSMENTS: BASELINE, 6 WEEKS, 3, 6, 12, 24 MONTHS 
FOCUS ON 12-MONTH OUTCOMES AROUND SEXUAL HEALTH
TIME-STAMPED DATA COLLECTED THROUGH GAME SOFTWARE KNOWN AS “EVENT LOG FILES”
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IMPACT OVER 6 MONTHS 
(N=296) (NICHD) (ALL P-VALUES < 0.05) 







SMOKESCREEN FIELD 
STUDY (N=560) (CVS HEALTH)



OUR IMPACT





EMPOWERED PILOT STUDY 
(N=100) (CZI) 





CRITICAL HEALTH CRISES IN TEENS: 
SUBSTANCE MISUSE AND MENTAL HEALTH





PLAYSMART 
DESIGN



Storylines (Content):
Trading Wisdom
A Friend in Need
Lean on Me
Grandma’s Pills
Tough Love
A New Direction

Mini-games (Skill    Development):

Risk Sense

Know Power

Social Media

Future Sense

Refusal Power

Stress Sense

PLAYSMART 
DEVELOPMENT



PLAYSMART EFFICACY STUDY

• Setting: 10+ CT schools
• Population: 532 adolescents ages 16-19 who are 

at higher risk 
• Intervention: PlaySmart
• Videogame aims to prevent opioid initiation and 

promote mental health in older adolescents
• Adolescents at higher risk for opioid use will be 

assigned to either the PlaySmart game or 
attention/time control games

• Assessment measures collected at baseline, 6 
weeks, 3, 6, 12 months; primary outcome = 
perception of risk of harm of opioid misuse at 3 
months



SO WHAT SETS US APART?
WHAT MAKES OUR GAMES DIFFERENT?



USER-CENTRIC APPROACH AT EVERY STEP



EVIDENCE FOR THE IMPACT OF OUR GAMES



OUR IMPACT

• Designed to meet the National Health 
Education Standards

• Map to the Healthy and Balanced Living 
Curriculum Framework Standards 



IMPLEMENTATION SUPPORT RESOURCES
• Guides: 

• Educator
• Peer-to-Peer
• Parent
• Healthcare Provider

• Pre-post surveys
• User Engagement Data 

Dashboard
• Professional Development



WHAT WE ARE HEARING

“The character I chose with the little 
sister and having friends who don’t 
make the greatest decisions, I put 
myself in the character’s shoes. It 
helped me figure out things about 
myself. It sounds very deep, and it was 
a little revelation.”
High School Student, Connecticut

“As a school social worker we’re always 
looking for resources to help hone in on 
the skills that we’re trying to teach just 
kind of making it real for them because 
we talk about it in an office, but they 
don’t have any opportunity to practice 
that or see where that decision would 
take them.”
School Social Worker, New Haven, CT

"By using PlaySmart interactive games 
as part of our curriculum with my high 
school health students, I have been 
able to find better ways to present 
opioid and drug related topics and 
dangers to my students that are more 
relatable to their experiences. The 
games have sparked deeper 
conversations and an interest in 
students wanting to learn more."
High School Educator - Illinois

“My middle school classes had the opportunity to play 
smokeSCREEN while simultaneously learning about the 
adolescent brain and substance use, abuse, and addiction. 
Several students even asked if they could continue playing 
outside of school! As a health teacher, I am always looking 
for opportunities to influence behaviors that promote 
health and wellbeing. This game did just that! In addition to 
providing information for students to gain knowledge, 
smokeSCREEN guided students to think more critically 
about the real-life decisions they are already faced with or 
will be in the future.”
Director, Health & Wellness, Chattanooga, TN





THANK YOU!

For information on our research:
https://www.play2prevent.org/

For more information on accessing our games:

https://playbl.com/
hello@playbl.com

“We do not stop playing because we grow old, 
      we grow old because we stop playing!” 
― Benjamin Franklin 

HARNESSING THE POWER OF PLAY
FOR ADOLESCENTS TO LIVE HAPPIER & HEALTHIER LIVES 

www.playbl.com

https://www.play2prevent.org/
https://playbl.com/
mailto:hello@playbl.com
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