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Abstract
Pokémon Go has been subject to much attention – from both the players 
that download the augmented reality game and the news media. Amid the 
exaggerated media reports, Pokémon Go may have unintended health 
benefits. Players have reported walking more, spending more time with family, 
experiencing improvements in their mental health and feeling more connected to 
their communities. It is hard to imagine public health researchers developing a 
similar game that is fun, taps into pop culture, reaches a wide target audience, 
makes use of physical and virtual environments, creates a sense of both 
competition and community, and has spin-off health benefits. Companies that 
endanger public health immediately recognised the value of the Pokémon Go 
app, and exploited it to advertise and promote consumption of unhealthy foods. 
Public health stakeholders need to develop mobile-based interventions within a 
framework that embraces pleasure, rewards, participation and community. Public 
health agencies need to be just as nimble and responsive as companies that are 
harmful to health, or forever be creating games that nobody plays.

Introduction
Pokémon Go, the “inescapable force of nature”1 that began sweeping the world 
a year ago, made it near impossible to venture outside without seeing crowds 
of users happily catching monsters with their smartphones. The augmented 
reality game was released on 6 July 2016; during its first 20 days on the market, 
it was estimated to have been downloaded 75 million times2 and rapidly gained 
more daily users than the 10-year-old social media platform Twitter.3 This pop-
culture phenomenon has generated tremendous interest from all sectors of 
the media, and has been simultaneously portrayed as both the worst and the 
best thing for the future of humanity – a heavy burden for a relatively simple 
smartphone application.

What is Pokémon Go?
Pokémon Go builds on the video game franchise created by Japanese game 
developer Satoshi Tajiri. In short, it is an augmented reality game, freely available 
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health may be more successful
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are quick to exploit popular trends in 
new media
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for download as a smartphone app on both Android and 
iOS, which uses time-sensitive global positioning system 
tracking to detect users’ locations. The object of the game 
is to ‘catch’ Pokémon (pocket monsters) that appear as 
virtual creatures in real places. The more users move 
around to different locations, the more likely they are to 
come across Pokémon, and there are a number of different 
types of Pokémon to be caught. The game encourages 
users to walk to ‘PokéStops’ (usually landmarks) where they 
can acquire ‘PokéBalls’ to catch more Pokémon. Users 
progress through different levels and, at higher levels, battle 
each other at virtual gyms. 

Unintended health benefits
Amid the exaggerated news media and social media 
reports, Pokémon Go appears to have unintended health 
benefits. Hunting for Pokémon may be contributing to 
public health by stealth. Anecdotally, trying to “catch ‘em 
all” and hatching eggs appears to have led to players 
walking more and increasing their daily step counts4, 
families spending hours together outdoors5, and fostering 
of greater social interaction and sense of community.6 
Users have also reported improvements in mental health 
conditions, such as depression and anxiety, as a result of 
playing the game.7

The public health sector has so far had limited success 
in using mobile-based apps and games to successfully 
change health behaviours.8 Equally, the commercial fitness 
sector, although able to design hugely popular apps 
and wearable tracking devices, is yet to show that users 
make permanent changes to their physical activity levels.9 
Pokémon Go shows that there may be another path to 
positively affecting health, through the creation of games 
that appear to have no health focus whatsoever. A recent 
study shows that there are short-term increases in step 
counts among Pokémon Go players across sex, age and 
body mass index categories.10

It is hard to imagine public health researchers setting 
out to develop a game that is fun, taps into pop culture, 
reaches a wide target audience, makes use of physical 
and virtual environments, and creates a sense of both 
competition and community, and then waiting to see 
whether there are any spin-off health benefits. This is the 
opposite of the approach currently employed, where the 
‘behaviour’ of focus is often the only driver considered 
in development of health-related games. The difference 
may help to explain why so many of these mobile-based 
health behaviour change interventions fail.11 If, instead, 
games were developed based on a model other than health 
behaviour change, there may be a much higher chance 
of achieving health gains. Public health should turn its 
focus to developing mobile-based interventions within a 
framework that embraces pleasure, rewards, participation 
and community. 

Opportunity for partnership
Although public health researchers may not have a high 
level of knowledge about designing games for health 
promotion, they do have expertise in evaluating and 
studying the impacts of games and associated media 
interest through a health-focused lens. Similar to the 
situation with wearable technologies, where scientists 
have been granted access to users’ raw data, scientists 
should take a proactive approach, and engage with game 
makers and other stakeholders to form partnerships for 
better health understanding. For example, physical activity 
researchers could examine how many steps Pokémon 
Go players accumulate each day over several weeks 
or months and track long-term impacts of the game on 
physical activity. Health communications researchers 
could study Instagram posts about Pokémon Go, see 
who players are out and about with, and examine 
associations with social connectedness. Mental health 
researchers could investigate the effects of Pokémon Go on 
symptoms of depression.

Additionally, collaborating with game designers would 
help researchers navigate the relatively poor funding 
landscape in public health. Pokémon Go was developed 
by Niantic, a software development company that was 
originally a start-up within Google, together with Nintendo 
and the Pokémon Company. Since the costs associated 
with developing and testing new games are immense, it is 
important to recognise the possible co-benefits for game 
makers and researchers in working together and making 
the most of their respective capacities. 

Public health is too slow
An overarching issue that stymies public health research in 
this sector is the relatively slow speed at which researchers 
operate to rigorously design studies, collect and interpret 
data, and prepare a peer-reviewed paper. By the time a 
randomised controlled trial with objective measures is set 
up to investigate the health effects of Pokémon Go, the 
game’s popularity may well have passed, and the game 
may have been superseded by the next craze. The rapid 
rise and fall of a game’s popularity is salient to game 
makers; does anyone remember Angry Birds?

Public health stakeholders also need to reconsider 
how health-related gaming is marketed and promoted. 
This Twitter comment nicely sums up how public health 
would have ruined the Pokéman Go game with poor 
branding: “Man, @Nintendo made the right call with 
#PokémonGo instead of the original title: Get Some Fresh 
Air and Exercise”.12
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Corporations that harm health 
exploit popular trends
Even if Pokémon Go, with all the associated media hype, 
is a quick-lived fad, it may signal the beginning of a new 
genre of apps and games that lead to unanticipated 
health outcomes. If public health stakeholders want to 
capitalise on this genre, it is essential that more meaningful 
partnerships across health, information technology, 
marketing and communications are formed. Some 
companies that endanger public health quickly used 
the Pokémon Go trend as an opportunity to promote 
consumption of fast food.13 Public health agencies need 
to be just as nimble and responsive, or forever be creating 
games that nobody plays.
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