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adolescents reported living with a mental health
condition;' the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated
the need and led to the current state of emergency in chil-
dren’s mental health.? There is a need for new approaches
that meet young adults where they are, with messaging
that aligns with ways in which they consume information.

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, almost half of

Esports (from “e-sports”) represent a promising yet
under-researched environment to deliver mental health
interventions. Esports are competitive video games
played in organized environments and watched by fans,
mimicking aspects of traditional sports. The global
esports audience is estimated to total 577 million by
2024.% Digital interventions and gaming are potentially
effective, relatively inexpensive, and accessible avenues
to promote positive mental health among young adults.**
Four pillars have been cited to maximize the impact of
mental health interventions within gaming: user-centered
design and approaches; sustained user engagement;
cross-sector collaboration on development, testing, and
implementation; and measurement of effectiveness.” In
2020, Kaiser Permanente (KP) partnered with esports
organization Cloud9 to create Presence of Mind, the
first mental health initiative embedded into pre-existing
professional esports networks. The initiative integrates
each of the four pillars into its activities, with the goal of
supporting the mental health of 14- to 25-year-old esports
fans. We will summarize Presence of Mind’s first year of
implementation and comment on lessons we learned
toward optimizing health interventions that impact youth.

Presence of Mind Implementation

Presence of Mind is rooted in cross-sector collabora-
tion, as a collaborative venture between Kaiser Perma-
nente and professional esports organization Cloud9.
Leveraging their joint expertise, educational and interac-
tive multimedia content was created to ensure clinically

14 Volume 10 ¢ Issue 2

approved resources were delivered to esports players
and fans in genuine and engaging ways, where they
already interact with one another. Messaging focused
on mental health education and sharing of vetted
resources. Content was developed collaboratively with
clinicians from Kaiser Permanente and notable esports
players, and was delivered through interactive videos,
social media content, a live Twitch stream series, and
trainings for esports moderators on managing and
responding to mental health issues during gameplay.
Presence of Mind also partnered with ten nationally
recognized youth mental health nonprofit organizations.

After the first year of implementation, there were nearly 7
million views of content on YouTube, 57K Twitch Stream
Series episode views, 51,232 viewers completed a
mental health training, and there were 37.8K visitors
to the Presence of Mind website (findyourwords.org/
presence-of-mind). There were 11 million impressions
(number of times content is displayed to users) on a
week-long December 2021 social media takeover (a
coordinated partnership with 10 influential gaming
streamers, musician, and KP clinicians who filmed short
videos), and 9 million impressions on an October 2021
Twitter Chat (KP clinicians and subject matter experts
answered submitted questions from gamers). Finally,
effectiveness was evaluated through a quasi-experi-
mental longitudinal study conducted by external evalu-
ator the Public Good Projects (PGP) measuring mental
health-related knowledge, attitudes, and intended
behaviors. Results showed that gamers who had
engaged with the initiative had significantly better atti-
tudes toward mental health and the gaming community,
compared to those who had not engaged with the initia-
tive.® In particular, those engaged were twice as likely to
agree that there has been an improvement in the way the
esports community deals with mental health, compared
to those not engaged.
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Key Lessons

We gleaned key lessons we believe are critical to support future efforts to positively engage gamers in mental
health-related initiatives:

LESSON #1: Accuracy and Authenticity Are
Equally Important. Balancing accurate informa-
tion with a genuine approach is key to successful
delivery. As health professionals, we often focus
on the accuracy of health messages, yet commu-
nicating that information authentically is essen-
tial and should be prioritized in the creation of
health programs. Presence of Mind leveraged
the expertise of clinicians and esports athletes
to deliver accurate clinical content embedded
within user-centered esports environments that
resonated with young adult gamers. The initiative
was was guided by people with intimate knowl-
edge of the esports community, meeting young
gamers where they are. We believe that this was
a critical factor in the program’s success and high
digital metrics.

LESSON #3: Acknowledge and Address Short-
comings. Curbing toxic gaming (when gamers
negatively impact a game intentionally) is a perva-
sive challenge in the esports community. When
possible, it is important to address the shortcom-
ings of an environment head on, even if it may
not directly relate to the program goal. Toxicity
has negative impacts on mental health and was
addressed by Presence of Mind in various ways:
the initiative included education on defining and
reducing use of stigmatizing language and helping
players to identify the groups affected by, and the
negative effects of, common gamer insults (many of
which are slights and insults against LGB+ /TGNB+,
female, differently abled, and neurodiverse popu-
lations). In addition, Presence of Mind developed
training for game moderators to help them learn
how to set boundaries on toxic players and provide
resources for gamers who need support.
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LESSON #2: Plan for Multiple Engagement
Tactics to Encourage Sustained User Engage-
ment and Learning. By adopting multiple
activities, a program can encourage multiple
engagements with the same program over time,
while also strategically planning for the different
ways that people learn. For example, Presence
of Mind activities were created to acknowledge
the fact that visual learners may find value in
watching a stream series with personalities that
they already follow in the gaming world, whereas
more academic learners may prefer taking a
training course that includes scenarios that are
relevant to their lives. This strategy also allows for
iteration on activities: multiple engagement strat-
egies provide the ability to use real-time digital
metrics to understand which tactics are most
engaging, allowing resources for less engaging
tactics to be redirected.

LESSON #4: Rigorous Evaluation is Critical.
Evaluation was a priority for all partners.
Throughout the year, PGP consulted with Kaiser
Permanente and Cloud9 to align evaluation
methods with the initiative. Oftentimes, rigorous
evaluation is considered a “nice to have” element,
particularly for a digital campaign with the poten-
tial to collect impressive metrics. However, by
employing a quasi-experimental design modeled
after other gold standard evaluations of mental
health initiatives, we now have a more holistic
understanding of shifts in knowledge, attitudes
and behaviors, which digital metrics alone cannot
provide.
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The Future of Health Initiatives

We need to raise the bar on the way we design and imple-
ment health initiatives and acknowledge that siloed work
is likely to produce limited impact. This is particularly
true for programs that target young adult digital natives,
who have high expectations and can often recognize
when content originates from outside their community.
Presence of Mind was created by and for young gamers,
by partnering with esports communities and embedding
activities within pre-existing networks. Health initiatives
need to evolve with their target audiences. As healthcare
and public health professionals, it is critical to acknowl-
edge both our expertise as well as our shortcomings
and rely on a collaboration of cross-sector experts—in
our case, within healthcare, esports, and public health.
We believe there remains a largely untapped potential to
mirror this model in other sectors (eg, by partnering with
sports or music industries), or for other critical health
topics that often affect young adults (eg, substance use).
Sharing lessons learned from innovative and acces-
sible programs is key to both manage the current youth
mental health crisis and guide the continued develop-
ment of new health promotion approaches.

Take Home Summary

There is a need for new, cross-sector collabora-
tions to create innovative programs that meet young
adults where they are to better support their mental
health needs. Presence of Mind is an example of
one such collaboration.
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