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Virtual pet as a user-centric engagement layer

INTRODUCTION
Digital applications designed to promote healthy or sustainable habits often focus on 
technical features or rely on intensive reward systems. In adult users, these approaches 
may be perceived as unmotivating or even manipulative, reducing long-term engagement 
and adherence. In addition, many digital tools offer fragmented functionalities (challenges, 
recipes, community features, or shopping lists), making it difficult for users to perceive an 
integrated sense of progress.

SOLUTION
The integration of a virtual pet in a gamified application can function as a user-centred 
layer of interaction, reinforcing engagement and the perception of progress. Beyond being 
a visual element, it acts as an emotional bridge between platform goals and user 
experience, supporting motivation and continued engagement.

Foody, a virtual pet that is a hybrid between a plant and a robot, connects the different 
modules of the platform (challenges, recipe book, shopping list, pantry, etc.). It proposes 
challenges tailored to the user’s profile and reflects progress through changes in mood, 
states, and behaviours. It also provides proactive recommendations and contextual 
support, creating a more integrated and personalised experience.
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PRACTICAL IMPLICATION & BENEFITS
In Transformation Labs conducted in seven European countries with more than 80 participants, users identified Foody as a helpful and 
friendly companion rather than an authoritative figure. Participants showed a preference for optional gamification based on positive 
reinforcement and valued the pet’s ability to interpret and represent progress without imposing rigid recommendations.

After accessing the FOODMISSION platform and completing their profile, Foody accompanies users throughout the entire experience. The 
pet proposes personalised challenges, offers contextual recommendations (for example, when using the shopping list), and provides 
immediate visual feedback through animations and state changes.

For end-users, Foody offers a more intuitive and engaging way to interact with the platform and understand progress over time. By 
connecting challenges, recipes, shopping lists, pantry functions, and other platform features through a single companion, users can better 
understand how everyday actions contribute to healthier and more sustainable habits. This integrated approach transforms fragmented 
interactions into a more continuous and meaningful experience.

Practitioners can implement this approach as a cross-functional engagement layer to support long-term participation, facilitate behaviour 
change, and make platform interactions easier to understand and apply.

Virtual pets can therefore function not only as gamification elements but also as user-centred mechanisms that connect platform 
functionalities and support long-term behaviour change.
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FOODMISSION is an EU-funded 

project supporting the 

European Green Deal and Farm 

to Fork Strategy. 

PARTNERSHIP

ABOUT FOODMISSION

FOODMISSION is an EU-funded project supporting the

European Green Deal and Farm to Fork Strategy. Its goal is to

empower citizens with the knowledge and tools to make

informed, healthy, and sustainable food choices. Through

gamification, citizen science, and education, the project

investigates food behaviors, exploring what drives sustainable

practices and how to foster lasting change.

For more information, visit Foodmision website and follow

us on social media.

@foodmission
www.foodmission.eu
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PRACTICAL RECOMMENDATIONS

FURTHER INFORMATION:
• Project brochure

• Contact form

Avoid systems based on constant rewards or overly childish dynamics, especially when working with adult 
users.

Design the virtual pet as a companion and friendly guide, avoiding an authoritative or overly prescriptive role.

Adapt challenges, advice, and interactions to the user’s profile and behavior to increase relevance and 
engagement.

Integrate the pet across different platform functionalities so that it supports real actions and decision-making 
rather than functioning as a standalone gamification feature.

Involve users throughout the design process and conduct continuous testing to refine the experience and 
respond to different profiles and cultural contexts.


