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Abstract 
 Recently the Centre for Program Evaluation (CPE) at the University of Melbourne 
was approached by a mental health agency to undertake the fascinating and 
challenging task of evaluating a prototype CD-ROM based adventure game designed 
for young people recovering from psychosis. This unusual and inventive game, titled 
Pogo’s Pledge, utilized ‘edutainment’ in the form a medieval fantasy quest to provide 
educational messages about psychosis for young people who are experiencing 
psychosis for the first time. To explore the potential educational effectiveness of the 
product, an expert review was conducted using a range of multimedia professionals 
including gaming designers, multimedia graphic/interface designers and multimedia 
educational designers together with first-episode psychosis experts. Interviews 
focusing on areas such as game induction, interface design, navigation, game play and 
quality of psycho-educational material revealed that a substantial redevelopment of 
the game would be needed for the CD-ROM to be an effective tool in helping young 
people recover from psychosis. However, positive support was expressed by all 
participants for the ground-breaking conceptual approach to psychosis education 
demonstrated by this unique game.  
 
Introduction 
 
The Centre for Program Evaluation at the University of Melbourne is an Australian 
evaluation and research centre that acts as a focus for the practice and theory of 
evaluation. In addition to its postgraduate teaching activities, the Centre for Program 
Evaluation (CPE) undertakes a substantial number of commissioned program 
evaluations on a consultancy basis across a wide range of policy and program areas. It 
is not unusual for evaluations as diverse as the use of information kiosks at postal 
services (Hurworth 2002) and a review of emergency service training (Hurworth & 
Rutter 2002) to be conducted concurrently by the centre at any given time. However, 
the CPE was recently presented with a very different and exciting evaluation 
challenge when it was approached by the Victorian based youth specific mental health 
agency, Orygen Youth Health, to conduct a review of the potential educational 
effectiveness of an advanced prototype computer game created for young people 
recovering from psychosis. The CD-ROM game, titled ‘Pogo’s Pledge’, presented an 
inventive approach to psycho-education by integrating elements of gaming, 
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contemporary animation and graphics, educational design and topic-specific content 
to convey information about psychosis to players. 
 
 
More about Pogo’s Pledge 
 
A single-player computer game, Pogo’s Pledge utilises ‘edutainment’, in the genre 
style of a fantasy-based adventure game, to provide educational messages about 
psychosis for young people who are experiencing psychosis for the first time. When 
using the game, a player assumes the role of a Hero who sets out across a medieval 
land (Fig.1) to free a once happy and prosperous kingdom from the tyranny of the evil 
Lord Gruesome. The Hero is accompanied and assisted in this adventure by a young 
character called Pogo. The character ‘Pogo’ plays a significant role in events by 
helping the ‘Hero’ (the game user) in his or her quest through the game, but who also 
occasionally experiences psychotic outbursts that players must learn about and ‘treat’ 
if the game is to continue.  
 
Players are aided throughout this adventure by tools such as a ‘Survival Kit’, a ‘First-
Aid Kit’ and a ‘Book of Knowledge’ that can be used to help Pogo and resolve 
scenarios involving other characters who may attempt to either help or hinder the 
player on their journey (Fig 2). These items, the scenarios and the game play are 
designed to provide users with encounters and embedded psycho-educational material 
that reflect the experiences and recovery needs of young people during the Prodrome 
(early stages), Acute and Recovery periods of psychosis. Crudely truncated, these 
needs can include medication and counseling, developing an awareness of the nature 
of psychosis, and learning to identify and respond to the challenges of psychosis 
recovery. 

 

 
 
Figure 1: The figure on the left of this image is the ‘Hero’ character taken on by players. 
The small, childlike character on the right, named Pogo, becomes the player’s 
companion. 
 
Young People and Psychosis 
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Psychosis is a potentially devastating condition that affects a person’s mind and 
causes a loss of contact with reality. This often-misunderstood condition is not bound 
by age, race or gender, but it is more likely to be experienced by adolescents and 
young adults between the ages of 16 and 30 years (these account for some 85% of 
cases). The symptoms of psychosis are diverse, but generally affect the way a person 
thinks, feels, and perceives the world around them. The most common symptoms are 
hallucinations (hearing voices), delusions (believing in things that are not real), and 
thought disorder (confused thinking or speech) (Orygen Youth Health 2003). While a 
variety of factors may contribute to the experience of psychosis, the condition is often 
associated with schizophrenia and bipolar disorder (extreme moods), although it can 
also be triggered by the use of some drugs, such as amphetamines, and by intensely 
stressful circumstances. With treatment, recovery from first-episode psychosis can 
take only a few months for some young people, while for others a longer period of 
recovery is experienced. However, to maintain recovery it is significant that young 
people should learn about their psychosis and the strategies they can use, such as 
recognition of relapse symptoms, tactics for dealing with the world, and the use of 
medication and counseling, to maximise their mental health and prevent further 
psychotic episodes (EPPIC 2000). 
 
Gaming and Psychosis Recovery 
 
The inspiration for developing the fantasy adventure Pogo’s Pledge was to assist 
young people to engage with essential psycho-educational materials and simulated 
experiences that could aid their recovery. Based on both real world experience and its 
own and international research, Orygen Youth Health had long been an advocate of 
using educational materials in psychosis recovery, and to this end made available a 
range of psycho-educational products, such as fact sheets and videos, to both clients 
and various care providers. However, while these products were seen as being useful 
and of good quality, there was a recognition that some young people might not fully 
engage with these more traditional media forms. 
 
In commissioning the development of Pogo’s Pledge, Orygen Youth Health sought to 
use the medium of gaming, a medium deeply embedded in the culture of young 
people (Herz 1997), to provide broad information in an accessible and engaging form 
that would facilitate a better knowledge of the experience of psychosis. Accordingly, 
when playing the CD-ROM users could enter a world patrolled by trolls whose riddles 
must be solved, meet warriors who believe they are hearing voices, and read magical 
books of knowledge. Although entertaining and featuring contemporary animated 
characters interacting in a fantasy-adventure setting, events that occurred in the game 
were also designed to reflect the real-life experiences and recovery needs of young 
people with psychosis. 
 
It was anticipated that in a typical usage scenario interaction with the CD-ROM 
would occur with a clinician present in the context of a guided session where gaming 
experiences could be discussed to enhance the client’s understanding of their 
psychosis. Through playing the game it was expected that young people could ‘safely’ 
explore problem-based scenarios that might then be used by clinicians to address 
issues of psychosis and to help young people gain mastery over their condition. By 
deconstructing and reflecting on character actions and difficult events during the 
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game, Pogo’s Pledge was to offer young people an opportunity to enhance their 
understanding of the consequences of risk taking and its impact on life, relationships 
and psychosis recovery.  
 

 
 
Figure 2: Players using Pogo’s Pledge have access to a first-aid kit that can be used to provide 
medication for characters in the game and to access information about psychosis. 
 
These gaming sessions would be approximately 30-40 minutes in duration and would 
take place several times over the course of a number of weeks. The possibility also 
existed for the game to be used at home, with the results of the game-play being 
discussed during a subsequent session with a clinician. 
 
Methodology 
 
In negotiating an evaluation plan for Pogo’s Pledge, the central issue Orygen Youth 
Health proposed that the CPE examine was summed up with the simple key question, 
‘is Pogo’s Pledge a viable product?’. Taken on a broader level, this question asked the 
evaluators to establish whether the ‘Product’ could support the objectives of the 
‘Program’ (Owen 1999). The Program in this case being Orygen Youth Health, an 
agency whose objectives were concerned with improvements in mental health for 
young people at risk of or experiencing first episode psychosis. Determining the 
efficacy of the product (Pogo’s Pledge) in meeting these program-level objectives 
proved indeed to be a uniquely challenging task. A task that required CPE staff to set 
out on an exploration of the complex nexus of gaming, educational design, youth 
psychosis, contemporary animation and topic-specific content. Among the many 
issues and questions CPE evaluators found they would need to explore on this journey 
were such matters as: 
 

 Can the intended audience use the game? 
 Are the graphics and animations appropriate for the intended audience? 
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 Does the game have a sound instructional design? 
 Is the psycho-educational context appropriate? 
 How does the CD perform as a game? 
 Is the graphic design, animation and characterization engaging? 
 Will the game be used by young people? 
 Will the game be used by clinicians?  

 
Study Design 
 
The methodology for evaluating the various interconnected elements of Pogo’s 
Pledge was found in pursuing an approach to multimedia evaluation espoused by 
Gregor and Keppell (1998, 2000) who propose that the evaluation of educational 
multimedia products take account of three key domains: instructional and conceptual 
design; interface and graphic design; and user attitudes and effect. To explore each of 
these domains fully, an expert review was undertaken that involved face-to-face 
interviews with 14 professionals working in commercial game design, multimedia 
graphic/interface design, multimedia educational design, and first-episode psychosis. 
These experts were targeted using reputational and snowball techniques, with each 
contributing specialist knowledge on different aspects of the game (Moyser & 
Wagstaff 1987). User perceptions of Pogo’s Pledge were then provided by three focus 
groups: two with clinicians working with young people with psychosis and one with 
young people who had experienced psychosis.  
 
More about the Face-to-Face Interview Participants 
 
The CPE was immensely fortunate that the expert participants considered the 
evaluation of Pogo’s Pledge to be very interesting, wilth all eager to take part and 
generous with their time. Eight of the interviewees worked in teaching, research and 
production positions at four Australian universities recognised as being leaders in the 
development of educational multimedia. Many also had prior industry-based 
experience in multimedia development. One participant was the owner of a well-
regarded educational multimedia business, while another was the president of an 
association of instructional designers. The two game designers taking part in the 
review were employed by two of Australia’s leading computer and console game 
producers. The first-episode psychosis experts were chosen by Orygen Youth Health 
for their extensive professional experience with young people with psychosis. 
 
The majority of face-to-face interviews were held at people’s workplaces, although 
four were conducted in the Centre for Program Evaluation at the University of 
Melbourne. Participants were sent a preview copy of the Pogo’s Pledge prototype in 
advance of interviews; in addition to this, 20 minutes was allocated at the beginning 
of each interview for exploring the game to ensure that participants had identified key 
features of the CD-ROM. Interviews averaged 1.5 hours in duration and were 
conducted with the game running on a computer so that interviewees could actively 
point out perceived issues and ‘illustrate’ responses to questions. 
 
More about the Focus Group Participants 
 
The two clinician focus groups were organised by Orygen Youth Health and included 
a variety of care professionals working with young people with mental health 
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problems (one group of eight and one group of seven). Participants included senior 
psychologists, case managers, crisis-assessment teams and early-intervention workers 
operating in school settings. Members of the young-people focus group, again 
organised by Orygen Youth Health, were in their late teens and early twenties and had 
all experienced psychosis (one group of four).  It was originally intended that there 
should be two focus groups with young people, but unfortunately it proved difficult to 
attract sufficient numbers for a second group. 
 
As with the face-to-face interviews, in the first 15-20 minutes of each session 
participants were given a brief overview of the CD-ROM to ensure they were aware 
of key features of Pogo’s Pledge. This was conducted by CPE staff in a computer 
room, using a data projector. For the next 30-40 minutes participants were invited to 
play Pogo’s Pledge on a computer, either on their own or with a partner. This was 
immediately followed by the focus group session (50-60 minutes), which was 
conducted in a room at the Centre for Program Evaluation. 
 
Interview and Focus Group Questions  
 
Drawing on the work of Gregor and Keppell (1998, 2000), and a wide variety of other 
authors including Cadenas (2001), Herrington and Oliver (1996), Neilsen (1994), 
Reeves (1997) and Sambrook (2001), it was decided that the major areas to be 
covered in interviews would be in regard to such matters as:  

⋅ information provided to players about how to use the game; 
⋅ the game’s interface design; 
⋅ the product’s navigation system; 
⋅ the setting of the game; 
⋅ the characters and animations; 
⋅ the quality of sound and voices; 
⋅ the game’s interactivity; 
⋅ the game’s sequencing and structure; 
⋅ the quality of the psycho-educational content; 
⋅ the general usability and user-friendliness of the game.  

 
Participants were also asked a number of questions relevant to their specific 

areas of professional expertise, as the following examples show: 
 
Educational designers: 

⋅ Does the interactivity provide meaningful feedback? 
⋅ Does the interactivity encourage reflection on key issues? 

 
Graphic/interface designers: 

⋅ What comments do you have to make on the product’s interface design? 
⋅ Are the graphics and animations of high or low quality? 

  
First-episode psychosis experts: 

⋅ Are the characters, events and scenarios suitable for young people recovering 
from psychosis? 

⋅ Is the educational content appropriate for those recovering from psychosis? 
 
Game designers: 
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⋅ From your experience, is the game narrative engaging and interesting for 
users? 

⋅ What is your reaction to the animations used in the game? 
 
As with the interview participants, focus group members were asked to offer their 
thoughts and feelings about a range of questions regarding: the information provided 
to players on how to use Pogo’s Pledge; reactions to the setting of the game; reactions 
to the characters and animations; the usefulness of the psycho-educational content; 
and the general usability and user-friendliness of the game. Focus groups participants 
were also asked questions that enabled each group to contribute unique perspectives 
as potential future users of the product. More specifically, participants were asked 
questions such as the following: 
 
Young People: 

⋅ How do you think young people will respond to using the game? 
⋅ Will young people find the information presented about psychosis in the game 

useful? 
⋅ Do you think young people will feel comfortable about using and discussing 

the game with a clinician? 
 
Clinicians: 

⋅ Do you think clinicians would find the game a useful psycho-educational tool? 
⋅ Is it likely that young people would use the game at home? 
⋅ Is there an appropriate computer available in the area where you conduct most 

of your work with young people? 
 
Analysis of the Data 
 
After the 14 interviews and 3 focus groups had been completed, all tapes were 
transcribed in full resulting in approximately 244 pages of text. Transcripts were then 
coded, beginning with a basic set of codes derived from the original interview 
questions, the literature review, and emergent themes drawn from a standard process 
of what Dey (1993) refers to as ‘grouping like with like’. Following further close 
readings of interview texts, codes were maintained, adapted, added to or collapsed. 
Next, all major ideas for each participant group were displayed under thematic 
headings and subthemes on matrices of the type proposed by Miles and Huberman 
(1994). These displays, in combination with verbatim quotes from the transcripts, are 
a particularly rigorous way of dealing with such qualitative data. The 244 pages of 
data were thus reduced to a 50-page report presenting participant feedback according 
to categories and subtopics that made explicit the key issues identified by the 
multimedia professionals, psychosis experts and the focus groups representing 
potential users of the product. 
 
Discussion of the Findings  
 
The results of the CD-ROM review were extensive, and closely relate to specific 
elements of the game. However, the evaluation naturally produced a number of 
findings that can be taken at a generic level, providing a fascinating insight into the 
benefits and difficulties that can emerge when producing a product that combines 
gaming and educational information for an audience of young people. 
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Responses to the Game 
 
All participants involved in the evaluation expressed their strong support for the  
innovative conceptual approach to psychosis education demonstrated by Pogo’s 
Pledge. Indeed, the concept of a CD-ROM designed to assist clinicians and their 
clients deal to with psychosis was greeted with enthusiasm and interest. Participants 
felt that the game was ‘groovy and different’, and therefore likely to capture the 
attention of young people. Respondents also indicated that using a computer in an 
interactive manner reflected the recreational activities and culture of many young 
people and would appeal to this group ‘on their level’. Furthermore, the ‘safe’ way in 
which players could use characters to explore symptoms of psychosis and the 
potential consequences of particular behaviors was a feature of the game seen by 
many as providing a useful way of allowing young people to step back from their 
illness and examine recovery strategies in an objective and non-confrontational 
manner. However, while the game could be viewed as a successful ‘proof of concept’, 
the general consensus of participant opinion suggested that a wide range of changes 
and issues would need to be considered in order to make the CD-ROM an effective 
educational tool. The issues identified by participants that will be described here 
relate to the use of animations and graphics; the convergence of gaming and 
educational information; and infrastructure deficiencies. 
 
Animation and graphics 
 
Although the game and multimedia graphic designers judged the animation and 
images used in Pogo’s Pledge to be of high quality, both these groups of professionals 
and members of the young people focus group pointed out a number of important 
issues. The expert participants were clearly impressed by the 2D (two-dimensional) 
animations used in Pogo’s Pledge but warned that modern game audiences would 
consider 2D games passé. The game designers explained that most commercial 
companies had ceased producing 2D games in response to market demand for 3D 
products. They therefore expressed concern that some players would bring to the 
game expectations that Pogo’s Pledge would not meet. Members of the young people 
focus group similarly provided a number of positive responses in regard to the 
animations and general look and feel of the game. However, a significant issue 
emerged in their feedback. All members of this group thought the game had been 
specifically designed for an audience of early adolescents rather than for those in their 
mid-to-late teens and young adults. They suggested that while young people might 
find the game ‘fun’, they would not perceive themselves as its target audience. 
 
Learning vs. Gaming  
 
Participants were highly appreciative of the interactive approach to providing psycho-
educational material presented by Pogo’s Pledge, offering statements indicating that 
the game was frequently engaging and provided useful methods for exploring 
problematic situations. However, for the majority of respondents there were also 
troubling issues with the convergence of the educational material and the game play. 
At the core of these concerns was the belief that the educative material needed to be 
integrated better into the game play. A common response was that the educational 
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information disrupted the game-play thereby destroying the illusion of a game 
environment. This impression led participants to report that: 

 the game appeared to be in two separate parts; 
 there seemed a noticeable switch from fun fantasy to serious messages; 
 the experience of moving between the game and the information was frustrating. 

 
There were also some concerns that players might lose the thread of the storyline as a 
result of this awkward movement between information and gaming. Participants 
concluded that if the CD-ROM was to be presented to users as a game, it needed to 
operate like one. Ideas about how educational material might better be integrated into 
the game play were to present the psycho-education with more fun and fantasy, to 
offer information in more visual and interactive forms, and to make the information 
part of the storyline. 
 
Taking Account of Infrastructure Requirements 
 
A final general issue that will be reported in this paper relates not to the game itself 
but to the infrastructure required to run it. An important but easily overlooked 
consideration when developing a product such as Pogo’s Pledge is the hardware that 
will drive the game. In the course of conducting interviews at the workplace of 
psychosis specialists, it was noted by the evaluators that on a number of occasions it 
was difficult to locate a suitable computer that had both a CD-ROM drive and the 
speakers necessary to operate the game. Furthermore, participants from the focus 
groups conducted with mental health clinicians reported that much of their work with 
young people was conducted in homes, schools, the workplace and other locations 
where the availability of computers varied and could not be guaranteed. Additional 
comments by clinicians also revealed that the quality of computers in their workplace 
was quite mixed, so that while most felt access to new computers was increasing, a 
significant proportion said they had very old and even ‘archaic’ equipment. This 
feedback suggested that an infrastructure audit would be required to assess the ability 
of mental health clinicians to access appropriate hardware to use the game with young 
people. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The review of Pogo’s Pledge proved an exciting challenge for CPE evaluators. The 
complex nature of this advanced prototype demanded that a range of experts and 
potential future users of the game be brought together to determine how well the CD-
ROM’s animation, game play and psycho-educational material could assist young 
people in their recovery from first-episode psychosis. Unfortunately, owing to 
limitations in what can be reported in this paper, additional evaluation elements such 
as the game’s navigation, game induction, use of fonts and text, sound, interface 
elements, game setting, narrative, characterisation and character interaction, content 
sequencing, user decision making and facilitator training have not been described. Yet 
it may be said that, taken as a whole, the feedback on this intriguing game strongly 
suggests there is a role for such products in the educational activities of youth-specific 
agencies. However, the review has also shown that efforts aimed at mimicking 
computer and console games played by young people are unlikely to succeed unless 
the same levels of design sophistication and acute audience awareness demonstrated 
by these products are also replicated. Given the funds available to commercial 
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production houses such as Sony and Nintendo, who manufacture these products, this 
may be beyond the scope of most state-funded agencies.  
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