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Child-Friendly Pretrial Gaming Systems: Turning Law, Practice, 

Theory and Professionals’ Experiences into Psychoeducational Tools 

 

The EU and UK are calling for child-friendly justice. Yet existing adult-oriented 

practices disrupt justice and increase children’s trauma. We developed a 

psychoeducational template of a child-friendly gaming system designed for 

children’s court preparation. We reviewed: a) Guidelines for psychometrics tests, 

b) International, Cypriot, English and Scottish law, c) Psychoeducational 

programs in the US, d) The Gestalt Play Therapy, Child Centred Play Therapy 

and Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and incorporated them into 

practical legal approaches. Then, we conducted in-depth interviews with 

multinational experts discussing professionals’ and children’s needs. Building on 

the Polyvagal Theory and past issues, our data also support reforming children's 

court preparation. Effective common cross-national practices were applied. But 

inconsistent support led to children’s problematic unequal court preparation. 

Experts feedback contributed to having a user-centred gaming context. We 

summarize our review and experts input into an Open-Adapt Pretrial Gaming 

Template for pretrial gaming systems, adaptable to various legal contexts.   

 

Keywords: child-friendly; child; court; pretrial; psychoeducation; game; justice; 

court preparation 

Introduction  

Nearly 49% of child abuse cases do not proceed to court (National Statistics, 2020). 

This challenge intensifies as child abuse affects one in five European children 

(European Parliamentary Research Service, 2024), with increases in Africa, Asia, 

Europe, and North America based on systematic reviews studies (Lee & Kim, 2023), 

alongside a 106% rise in England (NSPCC, 2023). An EU strategy aims for research-

based child-friendly justice by 2025 (European Commission, 2020); while UK’s 



 

 

HMCTS urges ‘creative’ approaches (Ministry of Justice, 2020). In response we turned 

relevant law and practices into a child-friendly gaming system aiming to prepare 

children victims and/or witnesses for court. Figure 1 provides a visual diagram of how 

laws, programs, models, and expert input were combined to create the Open-Adapt 

Pretrial Gaming Template for the structured pretrial system.  

Figure 1 here 

International Legal Framework of Pretrial Gaming  

Among various legal frameworks concerning children, five international laws address 

children's presence and preparation for court. These laws emphasize children's rights to 

express opinions based on age and maturity, participate in legal matters, understand 

their rights, and access legal aid (Council of Europe, 1996; 2010; UNICEF UK, 2016; 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 1989, Arts. 12 & 40; UN 

Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), 2005). They propose making legal 

proceedings understandable for children and clarifying their roles (e.g., Council of 

Europe, 1996, Art. 3). The laws recommend child-friendly proceedings, specialized 

facilities (e.g., Council of Europe, 2010, Section IV.A.1; UN ECOSOC, 2005, 

Guideline 19), and call for justice professionals to engage sensitively, understand child 

development, use trauma-informed approaches, promote open communication, and 

reduce potential trauma (UN ECOSOC, 2005, Guidelines 10, 13, 22, 24).  

National Legal Framework of Pretrial Gaming  

We have examined further the legal frameworks of Cyprus, England and Scotland to 

prepare the Open-Adapt Pretrial Gaming Template. These nations were chosen for their 

linguistic and legal framework similarities, allowing comparative analysis on children’s 

and professionals’ needs regarding pretrial services across slightly diverse legal 



 

 

contexts. Cyprus, England and Scotland’s legal frameworks align with those five 

international laws while being influenced by English common law to varying extents. 

For Cyprus, these influences came from Cyprus's colonial history (Basilakis & 

Papasabbas, 2002) and for Scotland from political factors (Brown, 2008). National laws 

shaping children’s court appearance and preparation in Cyprus (Witness Protection Law, 

L.95(I)/2001; Violence in the Family Laws 2000; 2004), England (Children and 

Families Act 2014; Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999) and Scotland 

(Children's Hearings Act 2011; Children Act 1995) are developed domestically, 

reflecting each nation's legislation, culture, and own legal autonomy.  

While all three nations recognize children's involvement in court may be 

distressing, they may require their presence if necessary (CPS, 2019). Child victims or 

witnesses across the three nations receive special measures easing the court process and 

ensuring their protection. In the UK, these measures include the removal of wigs and 

gowns, testifying from a remote location, using an intermediary and cross-examination 

may be pre-recorded (Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999). In Cyprus, these 

special measures apply, except children are cross-examined in court without 

intermediaries (European Commission, 2014). In addition to special measures, children 

in all three nations may ask for a court visit and child victims of sexual abuse are 

eligible for specialist support provided by a range of organisations throughout the trial 

process (CPS, 2020).   

Barriers to Effective Child Participation in Court  

International and national laws do not translate smoothly on the ground. Children 

struggle to effectively participate in court as the legal process often mirrors factors that 

trigger trauma e.g., lack of control and understanding, power imbalances, fear of 

punishment, aggressive cross-examinations and preexisting shame which intensifies 



 

 

when discussing abuse with strangers (Caprioli & Crenshaw, 2017). These factors 

parallelised with traumatic triggers and can decrease communication abilities (van der 

Kolk 2015). Children's autonomic nervous system, based on Polyvagal Theory (Porges, 

2011), may react to trauma triggers with protective responses like dissociation and 

shutdown. These are evident in forensic settings. Ten sexually abused children involved 

in Swedish courts expressed a strong need for support during their legal process. 

However, they found the support insufficient, experiencing anxiety and terror when 

recounting their abuse in court and reported feeling mistreated by lawyers (Back et al. 

2011). The existing practices are ineffective. To mobilise these laws, we propose a 

reconstruction of children’s courtroom preparation. We propose structured training 

programs, standardized tools, and a formalized pretrial process, all centring gaming 

systems for courtroom preparation.  

Psychoeducational Programs of Pretrial Gaming 

To start forming the gaming systems context we examined programs for children’s court 

preparation. In 2021, when researching these, we identified three child-friendly 

educational programs preparing children for court, the Kids’ Court School in Las Vegas 

(Nathanson & Saywitz, 2015),  the Kids’ Court and Teen Court in King County State 

(www.kingcounty.gov) and the Kids and Teens in Court (KTIC) program in San Diego 

(Peterson et al. 2020). A comparative analysis shown these programs rely on 

psychoeducational interventions. Psychoeducational interventions, characterized by 

their blend of educational and therapeutic methods (Lukens, 2015) and offering a 

structured approach adaptable to individual needs (Garcia et al., 2022). They inform 

individuals about emotional well-being and equip them with techniques for addressing 

mental challenges, integrating aspects of cognitive-behavioural therapy, group therapy, 

and education (Sarkhel et al., 2020).  

http://www.kingcounty.gov/


 

 

Psychoeducational interventions are integrated into the three educational 

programs through 34 activities. These 34 activities are highlighted in some educational 

programs, while others may exclude some of them entirely. We organised the activities 

in contexts related to education, stress management, court familiarization, and other 

components. The educational context covered: 1) The accused, 2) Law, 3) Crime, 4) 

Investigation, 5) Evidence, 6) Court personnel's roles, 7) Children's roles, 8) Truth-

telling, 9) Taking an oath, 10) Ground rules (e.g., "I need a break"), 11) Courtroom 

structure, 12) Rules of the courtroom. Stress management context covered: 13) Court-

related fears, 14) Breathing techniques, 15) Positive self-talk, 16) Progressive muscle 

relaxation, 17) Cognitive reframing, 18) Emotion identification, 19) Expression, 20) 

Relaxation techniques. Court familiarization context covered: 21) Simulated courtroom 

settings, 22) Play courtroom environments, 23) Interaction with law students in mock 

courtrooms, 24) Court visits, 25) Interaction with court staff, 26) Gradual exposure to 

court proceedings, 27) Participation in mock trials. Other program components were: 

28) Assistance dogs, 29) Information on trauma symptoms, 30) Children's books, 31) 

Handouts, 32) Relaxation tapes, 33) Therapeutic interventions, 34) Creation of comfort 

items. These psychoeducational programs for children notably reduce children’s court-

related stress (Nathanson & Saywitz, 2015; Peterson et al. 2020). Recognizing their 

efficacy, we identified their topics covered as potential contexts for integration into our 

Open-Adapt Pretrial Gaming Template for the pretrial gaming system.  

Theoretical Models of Pretrial Gaming 

One distinctive feature of KTIC is its reliance on the Trauma-Focused Cognitive-

Behavioral Therapy Model (TF-CBT) (Peterson et al. 2020). TF-CBT is a 

psychotherapeutic approach addressing the interaction of thoughts, behaviours, and 

feelings (Cohen et al. 2006). The essential components of TF-CBT are described by 



 

 

PRACTICE. PRACTICE stands for Psychoeducation, Relaxation, Affective Expression 

and Modulation, Cognitive Coping and Processing, Trauma Narrative, In Vivo Mastery 

of Trauma Reminders, Conjoint Sessions with Parent or Caregiver, and Enhancing 

Safety and Future Development. PRACTICE activities address psychoeducation on 

trauma, stress management through relaxation techniques, affective expression for 

emotional regulation, cognitive coping of negative thoughts, processing traumatic 

experiences, in vivo exposure to reduce avoidance, conjoint sessions involving 

caregivers, and enhancing safety to prevent future trauma.  

A meta-analysis of 11 studies researching the impact of TF-CBT upon abused 

children suggest that TF-CBT resulted in significant positive changes, such as improved 

emotional management, with considerable effects observed for conditions like PTSD. 

Some positive effects were maintained for several months after treatment. The 

effectiveness of TF-CBT seemed to be influenced by factors like children’s age 

undergoing treatment but not by variations in treatment delivery formats, session 

frequency, or treatment duration (Want, Chen & Zhang, 2023). These may imply that 

delivering TF-CBT activities through gaming systems could be as productive as 

delivering them in a usual therapeutic setting. TF-CBT therapeutic components were 

recognized as potential activities for the gaming systems. 

Our theoretical framework to start forming the pretrial gaming system’s types 

draws from Gestalt Play Therapy (Oaklander, 2001) and Child-Centred Play Therapy 

(Axline, 1947). These theories suggest children select toys and activities in therapy, 

with therapists offering acceptance and empathy. Thus, pretrial gaming systems should 

offer choices and feature cooperative games promoting teamwork and communication 

between children and professionals. These theories suggest that play enables children to 

explore their emotions and experiences, promoting emotional healing and personal 



 

 

development. Thus, pretrial gaming systems should be friendly, simulated therapeutic 

spaces of legal settings, allowing children to explore emotions in a supportive manner 

and developmentally appropriate activities.  

Applying the ABC Framework for the Pretrial Gaming System 

The ABC of test construction framework (Zigler, 2014) was used in 2021 to prepare the 

initial gaming concept, see Table 1 outlining the ABC of Children’s Pretrial Gaming 

System. Although traditionally for test construction, the ABC framework provides a 

structured approach suitable for developing the proposed gamified psychoeducational 

tool. Its focus on identifying needs, designing interventions, and tailoring solutions to 

populations makes it adaptable to game development processes. 

Table 1 here 

The ‘A’ step requires defining the construct to be measured. The pretrial gaming 

system’s construct is children’s pretrial support which has four dimensions based on the 

challenges highlighted in the literature: Children's psychological well-being, legal 

knowledge, court-related stress, and the quality of their courtroom participation. 

Emotional trauma and anxiety in court proceedings call for interventions addressing and 

measuring psychological well-being (Porges, 2011; Back et al., 2011). Limited legal 

understanding call for interventions addressing and measuring legal knowledge 

(Council of Europe, 1996; 2010). Stress from unfamiliar and intimidating court 

environments call for interventions addressing and measuring court-related stress (van 

der Kolk, 2015). Clarity and accuracy in children’s testimonies is critical for effective 

courtroom participation (Caprioli & Crenshaw, 2017).  

The ‘B’ step requires clarifying the intended uses. The pretrial gaming system’s 

intended use is to achieve a child-friendly justice (European Commission, 2020; 



 

 

Ministry of Justice, 2020). For children, the gaming system is designed as a friendly 

tool to learn about the legal process, practice answering questions and asserting their 

rights, manage court-related stress, familiarize themselves with courtroom environments 

and procedures, and build emotional resilience in line with recommendations to adapt 

legal proceedings for children’s developmental needs while following relevant 

theoretical models (Axline, 1947; Cohen et al., 2006; Council of Europe, 1996; 

Oaklander, 2001; UNCRC, 1989, Arts. 12 & 40). For professionals, the gaming system 

intends to be a professional tool organising and sequencing all information and 

activities required for supporting children during pretrial process, addressing 

inconsistencies in preparation and ensuring a standardized approach as achieved by 

other structured educational programs for children (UN ECOSOC, 2005; Council of 

Europe, 2010; Nathanson & Saywitz, 2015; Peterson et al., 2020). 

The ‘C’ step requires clarifying the targeted population. The primary target 

population includes children requiring tailored support to navigate the court process. 

The secondary target population consists of professionals who play a crucial role in 

preparing children for court and ensuring a trauma-informed approach.  

The 2021 Gaming Concept 

A draft of the gaming activities was developed in March 2021 (Lonsdale, 

Kyriakidou & Craig, 2021), with the aforementioned laws, psychoeducational 

programs, and theoretical models organized according to the ABC framework for the 

game. The 2021 Gaming Concept was created to be presented to experts, gaining 

feedback to ensure its relevance and practicality in child court preparation.  

The 2021 Gaming Concept had seven structured activities. The "Wait! Relax! 

Go!" and "Ruling the Rules," in which children identify and manage fears while 



 

 

learning legal terms and courtroom protocols through interactive play and guided 

reading. "I feel…" sessions help children express emotions and practice relaxation 

techniques, fostering resilience. "Role Play" immerses them in simulated trials to 

familiarize with courtroom environments and roles. "Panoramic Court" uses visual aids 

to introduce court settings gradually, while "Building Comfort" allows children to create 

personalized comfort items. The "Read Me" session provides essential information on 

legal proceedings and trauma handling in a child-friendly format, encouraging active 

engagement through writing and relaxation exercises. 

Feedback on the 2021 Gaming Concept 

We conducted in-depth interviews with senior experts to gather feedback on the 

2021 Gaming Concept and to document existing pretrial services, while also exploring 

how professional support could be adapted into pretrial gaming systems. The objectives 

were: The preparation children receive for their court appearance (Oj1) and based on the 

2021 Gaming Concept experts’ thoughts on converting their support into pretrial 

gaming systems (Oj2) and on transforming professionals’ and children’s needs into 

pretrial gaming systems (Obj3). 

Method 

Ethics 

Our study was approved through our institutional research ethics review process 

(ID: ER27720856). Data were collected, handled, stored and analysed based on the 

GDPR (2016), UK GDPR and Data Protection Act 2018 (ICO, n.d). Online data 

collection was transformed into a secured safe environment during the in-depth 

interviews (e.g., password protected links), data were stored on our institutional safe 

online drive and data handling went through pseudonymization followed by 



 

 

anonymisation which completely removed the ability to trace back our senior expert 

participants.  

Participants 

Purposive sampling recruited five senior experts in children’s court preparation active in 

Cyprus, England, and Scotland. These nations were chosen for their similar languages 

and laws, allowing a comparison of children’s and professionals’ pretrial needs. Our 

experts’ prominent roles make them identifiable. Complying with GDPR (2016), to 

protect participants’ identities, we provide organization features and omit participants’ 

details:  

• Hope for Children: is an international organisation hosting the Children’s House in 

the Republic of Cyprus: A non-governmental organisation following the Barnahus 

Model which among other services is supporting children (alleged victims of sexual 

abuse) prior, during and after their appearance in court. 

• Crown Prosecution Service in Yorkshire and Humberside: A public agency 

responsible for prosecuting criminal cases.  

• Intermediaries for Justice in England: A registered charity which among other 

services supports children prior and during their appearance in court.  

• Victim Support in Scotland follows the Victim Support Europe scheme that 

represents national member organizations across Europe: It is a registered charity 

which among other services supports children prior, during and after their 

appearance in court.  

All participants had long experience supporting children for court. Four participants 

have been directly involved in children’s court preparation. One participant manages 

this indirectly through their managerial role. Each participant supported a big number of 



 

 

children annually, whether directly or indirectly, although exact figures were not 

provided. Participants supported children aged 2.5 to 17 years. Four participants hold 

leading roles as managers, coordinators, supervisors, overseeing volunteers or 

employees preparing children for court. Three participants had responsibilities in 

communicating with specialist prosecutors who deal with youth court cases, conducting 

clinical psychological assessments prior and after children’s court appearances and 

offering support after children’s court appearances e.g., on anxiety, post-traumatic 

stress. Three participants engage with children from their police interview all through 

their court appearances.   

Data Collection and Materials  

Semi-structured interviews were used with specific, open and wh-questions, allowing 

discussion revealing new topics (Adams, 2015). This suited our work as we were 

uncertain about participants' challenges and their reactions on gaming systems. The 

interviews followed our Child-Centric Pretrial Justice Survey (ChPJS; Appendix) 

relying on surveys gathering legal personnel feedback on professional tools (ACC, 

2021; Batastini et al. 2020). ChPJS Section One recorded the services provided, as per 

established surveys (Judiciary UK, 2021), addressing Objective Oj1 (Q1). It asked the 

professionals' and children's needs for court preparation, addressing Objective Oj2 (Q2). 

Objectives Oj3 and 1Oj4 were addressed in Sections Two and Three. Section Two 

described the 2021-Gaming concept (see D1 from Appendix) and invited feedback (Q3, 

Q4), narrowing discussion to specific aspects of the game (Q5) (Empson & Conus, 

2021). The description of the 2021-Gaming concept was general, encouraging unbiased 

feedback. Section Three, relied on consumer experience surveys (Martin et al., 2015), 

assessing perceived ease of use, usefulness, benefits, and risks through hypothetical 

scenarios (Q6, Q7). Inviting experts to comment on the pretrial concept and its fictional 



 

 

usage, alights with the User-Centred Design framework ensuring a detailed analysis of 

the pretrial gaming concept based on real-world insights (Lowdermilk, 2013). Section 

Four concludes with an open question (Q8) while avoiding general questions (e.g., any 

other comments?) narrowing the topic without restricting answers (O’Cathain & 

Thomas, 2004).   

Data Coding  

Thematic analysis was used to identify commonalities among participants' experiences 

and attitudes. This analysis is appropriate for under-researched areas like ours (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). We used 'Reflexive' thematic analysis, wherein themes emerge from 

coders' interpretations of the data. Unlike 'coding reliability' or 'codebook' thematic 

analyses which may have preexisting themes (Braun & Clarke, 2020).  

In reflexive thematic analysis, coding reliability measures such as inter-rater 

reliability are not considered appropriate or conceptually fitting, as they are for ‘coding 

reliability’ or ‘codebook’ forms of thematic analysis. This is because reflexive thematic 

analysis involves an interpretive and reflexive coding process and does not aim for 

replicability or coder agreement (Braun & Clarke, 2021, 2024). We report our coding 

approach to reflexive thematic analysis in line with how it is presented in the literature 

(Bruckler et al., 2023; Clarke & Braun, 2025). As in previous studies, this coding 

process supported coders in approaching the data in a coherent way based on their 

interpretive engagement in order to deepen interpretation rather than aiming for an 

‘accurate’ coding (Yardley, 2008; Braun & Clarke, 2022). 

Data coding was conducted by the first author, a researcher and a student 

associate. To add meaning to participants’ responses, we discussed between us how our 

analysis should draw from the three psychoeducational programmes on children’s court 

preparation and TF-CBT model (Cohen et al., 2006; Peterson et al., 2020; Saywitz & 



 

 

Nathanson, 2015). Responses were reread several times. After all, three of us got 

familiarised  with the data, we have made notes individually and came together to 

discuss how we have coded the data based on their semantic context which were 

justifications, ideologies, ideas, assumptions, underlining the context (Braum & Clarke, 

2006). Initially data were coded within each question by using broad codes such as ‘in 

favour of games’. Having in mind these broader codes we have decided to read the data 

again for the second time  to identify commonalities arising across the whole dataset 

and not within their semantic context. At this stage we have disregarded in which 

question the participants responded and revised our codes by adding more detail and 

complexity such as ‘Inconsistent Support’.  We met again for the third time, reviewed 

our individual codes and allocated the codes we had identified  into possible themes. 

During this meeting we have revisited the suitability of our earlier themes and created 

provisional themes. Following a three-month break (Clarke & Braun, 2025), at the final 

phase of our coding, we have re-examined the participants’ answers to determine the fit 

of possible themes.  

Results and Discussion 

The final themes were (Theme 1) Common Pre-Trial Practices addressing Oj1; (Theme 

2) Inconsistent Pre-trial Practices addressing Oj1; (Theme 3) Reactions to Gaming 

Systems addressing Oj2; (Theme 4) Meeting Children’s Needs addressing Oj2 and Oj3; 

(Theme 5) Considerations for Caution addressing Oj2 and Oj3; and (Theme 6) Child 

Court Barriers, while no direct objective was addressed with this theme 6, it highlighted 

unexpected insights of child welfare within legal proceedings relevant to our work. We 

present these with data examples following qualitative frameworks by not quantifying 

respondents. 

‘Information power’ and Suitability of the Sample 



 

 

This small sample of experts was sufficient, aligning with the concept of 

‘information power’ addressing the relevance of information a sample holds (Malterud, 

Siersma & Guassora, 2016). Our sample meets the criteria of Malterud, Siersma, & 

Guassora’s (2016) Model for small sample sizes in qualitative studies as our study: a) 

had a narrow focus (identifying pretrial preparation services, eliciting feedback on 

specific aspects of pretrial gaming systems), b) recruited participants which met highly 

specific criteria relevant to our research meaning our sample was the best source to 

address our objectives, c) relied on established theories, TF-CBT Model, d) had semi-

structured clear interviews conducted by two experienced interviewers, and e) involved 

an in-depth analysis of narratives. Repetitive ‘codes’ emerged for Themes 1 to 4, with 

no new ‘codes’ or information emerging after completing reflexive thematic analysis. 

This shows high ‘information power’ validating our in-depth qualitative work.  

Theme 1: Common Pre-Trial Practices  

Eleven common pretrial practices were evident in the data. Each organisation took its 

own measures for offering these ‘We have a kind of list for our volunteers that we go 

through, and we make sure that they’ve signed everything’ (Parti:3). We outline these in 

the order they are offered, even if variations in sequence may occur: 1) Offer 

psychological support to children prior their court appearance, 2) Assess children’s 

level of communication and report to court, 3) Assess children’s need for their court 

appearance e.g., any further special needs, 4) Court visits, 5) Practice live link, 6) 

Explaining roles of people involved in court proceedings, 7) Explaining the court 

proceedings, 8) Explaining the ground rules e.g., I need a break, 9) Answering 

children’s questions, 10) Memory refresh (when children watch their testimony at the 

police), 11) Accompany children during their court appearance.  



 

 

This support aligns with international guidelines and each nation’s legal framework 

concerning children in court proceedings (e.g., Children’s Hearing in Scotland Act 

2011), which seem to shape the internal published and unpublished guidelines of the 

four organizations involved and in turn, form the actual practices of frontline 

practitioners in Cyprus, England, and Scotland. This cross-national consistency portrays 

children’s common needs and suitable common responses from professionals. 

Theme 2: Inconsistent Pre-Trial Practices  

Professionals acknowledged practice inconsistencies causing unequal support per child. 

Some professionals omit or underestimate certain services (e.g., child’s wellbeing) 

while overemphasizing others (e.g., procedural):  

‘I go to courts and every visit is different cuz everybody does it differently and you have 

some people that just go ‘da da’ at the child… I have to stop them and go ‘ooh look, this is 

the room, this is the link, this is all we need to know’… we don’t need all that … they get a 

mixed kind of level of information… some children get great visits, others get terrible visits, 

you know’ (Parti. 1). 

Participants voluntarily give reasons for these inconsistencies, citing high caseloads 

and time constraints: ‘It was almost like a rush to try and tell them everything…’ 

(Parti:3) and ‘It doesn’t always happen because it all depends on time scales’ (Parti:4). 

Similar time constraints affect school psychologists who struggle to provide quality 

support (Puhy et al. 2021) and police interviewers conduct poor interviews with 

children an hour prior their end of their shift due to time constraints (Kyriakidou et al. 

2022). But standardised tools e.g., mHealth, NICHD (Puhy et al. 2021; NICHD) can 

improve professionals’ performance. Participants echo this by stating inadequate 

equipment as another reason for these and personal feelings contribute to these 

inconsistencies: ‘everybody has had different feelings… we’re doing our own way we’re 



 

 

each doing what we feel’ (Parti:4). Similarly, lawyers' emotions affect client handling, 

despite efforts to adhere to ethics (Kadowaki, 2015). Adoption workers prioritize 

feelings over guidelines when selecting foster families (Bacinelli, 2007). Professional 

training can help reduce the influence of professionals' personal feelings on their service 

delivery. (Carvalho et al. 2018; McCarty et al. 2022). Participants raised concerns about 

inconsistent pretrial support and its impact on children: ‘She did break down and she 

said she just wasn’t prepared because it was rushed, and we’re finding that happening 

a lot as well’ (Parti. 3).  

Theme 3: Reactions to Gaming Systems  

All participants backed pretrial gaming systems ‘it sounds brilliant, I think it 

sounds amazing’ (Parti:1) demonstrating its acceptance as an original innovative 

concept. They also acknowledged the lack of standardized tools: ‘This is a gap we have 

in our profession’ (Parti:2); ‘there’s no resources for us whatsoever… we don’t have 

anything like that right now and that would be incredibly helpful’ (Parti:4). This 

highlights how the game introduces a new, much-needed resource in the field. Despite 

the availability of standardized tools in forensic settings for children (e.g., the Child 

Advocacy Center Interview Protocol (Rivard et al., 2017), anatomically dolls (Simkins 

& Renier, 1996)), beyond professionals’ training, standardised tools for children’s court 

preparations are absent.   

Consistency and professionalism from standardised tools were highlighted:  

‘if there was a tool that would enable people like us to do that that would just be 

amazing … it would make sure that everybody is giving the same approach…Because at 

the minute it’s very subjective - yeah absolutely erm and so it would erm yeah it would 

evaluate the fact that everybody suddenly we’ve got some consistency’ (Parti:4).  



 

 

This also addresses an unmet need. They referred to professionalism and 

elimination of subjectivity in preparations, making it easier for professionals, improving 

services, emphasizing the convenience of having a ready-to-use tool, saving time and 

effort in materials preparation:  

‘yes, it will be useful because I will have a tool to work with, a ready to use tool, I will 

not have to prepare materials every time I meet a child.  Is going to be standardised so 

everyone will be using the same approach, and all children will be prepared in the 

same way, it will improve our services to have one common way to prepare children for 

court…it will be professional having a game readily available rather than ones I've 

created or crafts I've made is definitely much more convenient. It will save me time, it 

will save me energy, and I believe it will be much more helpful for the children to 

understand’ (Parti:2).  

This also demonstrated that the pretrial game could fill a gap in current resources. These 

perceptions are supported by research indicating that consistency and professionalism in 

services among professionals improves with standardized tool implementation (Knight 

et al. 2008; Schouten et al. 2021).    

Participants complimented games’ visual aspects mentioning their potential in 

engaging children, facilitating understanding of complex concepts, and reinforcing 

recall: ‘anything that you do visual stays with them, they understand it and… I can say 

can you remember when we did that game, that’s that person…’ (Parti:4). This is a 

promising quote for the gaming’s potential in having a transformative impact on 

practice. These align with the benefits of visual tools on children in dentist visits, 

reducing anxiety (Barbosa et al., 2023), and in education, promoting learning through 

visual books (Aleixo & Norris, 2007). 



 

 

Participants refer to either a combination of both board and digital games, with 

some referring to solely board games but there were no references to have only digital 

games, as they were perceived as less interactive and omitting that ‘personal contact’ 

(Part:5) and  

‘erm because I just, I like doing those kind of interactive games. Erm, and that’s the 

thing with the digital, isn’t it? If it’s purely digital, there can be very little talking with 

the person that’s giving them the game. Whereas if you’ve got a board game, you’ll also 

be talking, aren’t you as well?’ (Part:1).  

Participants use some kind of playful approaches on their own or through 

organisational apps: ‘I’ll have my own kind of little games that I play’ (Parti:1). These 

include personalized games like dice games, photographs familiarizing children with 

court settings, likening court proceedings to a football game. ‘I put together erm some 

photographs of that court … I often draw it out, draw a court room out and I talk about 

it like a football game, so there are two sides…’ (Parti:4). Additionally, professionals 

use specialized apps, such as those illustrating truth and lies, or informational resources 

like books explaining courtroom procedures, although the efficacy of these were 

questioned ‘A book that explains the court…and presents the role of each person in 

court…It is a drawing on a paper which is not very helpful’ (Parti:2).  

Theme 4: Meeting Children’s Needs 

Participants advised a focus on personal contact ‘have that more personal contact, 

which obviously is kind of key’ (Parti:5) and explaining why children’s participation is 

necessary ‘get across why it’s important they need to do it’ (Parti:1). This aligns with 

psychoeducational programs on children’s court preparations in which the child’s role is 

explained (Peters & Nunez, 1999; Peterson et al. 2020). An overall advice was to start 



 

 

by focusing on serious complex offences like sexual assault, to normalize vocabulary 

and behaviour putting children at ease when giving evidence. 

Legal knowledge  

All professionals stressed legal knowledge due to children's unfamiliarity with legal 

terms. This replicates literature stating children’s lack of legal knowledge (Block et al. 

2010). Emphasizing the people involved was advised ‘Words that are said a lot the 

clerk, judge, barrister, jury, erm defendant… that would be helpful because those words 

they do hear.’ (Parti:1) with other participants echoing this ‘the people who are going to 

be questioning them, it’s important to explain exactly who they are, who they’re going 

to see, cuz quite often they are speaking to loads of different people and they just don’t 

know’ (Parti:3). These replicate research demonstrating children’s lack of understanding 

of the roles and responsibilities of legal professionals (Quas et al., 2009). Covering the 

formalities was advised, ensuring children learn the interactions with court personnel, 

understand the process and what to expect on their court day. Professionals mentioned 

expectations, including potential procedural changes and long wait times:  

‘where they’re going, what they’re gonna do, who they’re gonna talk to … they do need 

to understand the ground rules about listening, good listening, paying attention all of 

that… what’s it gonna look like on the day, how we’re gonna get through this, what’s 

the process like… what will the different people say and when will it end’ (Parti:4).  

These replicate research demonstrating children’s lack of understanding court 

proceedings (Flin et al. 1989; Saywitz et al., 1990).  

‘Gaming’ Court Visits 

‘Gaming’ court visits (models, visual tools) were discussed extensively. Participants 

viewed them as ensuring consistency 'it would make it more consistent for every child’ 



 

 

(Parti:1) and ensuring understanding occurs ‘in a nice, controlled way’ (Parti:3). 

Participants addressed the limitations of solely verbal explanations in court visits ‘it’s 

all verbal, so the child just zones out, drifts off … so something like that would make it 

much more, erm well visual so they’ll actually completely understand it’ (Parti:1). 

Gradual exposure was praised. Showing the court without physically taking 

children to the courthouse was a step forward ‘putting them in that courtroom without 

physically being there’ (Parti: 3) as well as minimising children’s contact with the court  

‘minimise their contact with a court building... is a nice way to introduce the court 

system, it’s a nice way for them, for us… because the feeling of being in court alone, 

even if you’re just in the waiting room, can be too much for some children… a board 

game, to take their mind off things a little bit and to help them understand’ (Parti:3).  

Gradual exposure was suggested through gaming activities ‘building up the court room 

you’re learning what all those people do… I wish I had a model that I could use’ 

(Parti:4). These alight with gradual exposure methods applied in therapeutic models 

such as Virtual Reality Exposure Therapy (Eshuis et al. 2021).  

Alleviating fear was an expectation from ‘gaming’ court visits: ‘it takes some of 

the fear out of going into this building that they’ve never seen before and they don’t 

know about… anything that is interactive like that would certainly benefit them’ 

(Parti:5). These support research indicating that court education eases children's 

unfounded fears that they may be subjected to punishment, imprisonment, or trial (Back 

et al., 2011). Children with more knowledge were less stressed about attending hearings 

(Block et al., 2010; Quas et al., 2009). 

Involving prosecutors or advocates in 'gaming' court visits could improve 

children's evidence by easing transition to trial 



 

 

‘a relationship as far as we are concerned, makes it easier for them to settle and to give 

that evidence, so it may be something that a prosecutor or an advocate could 

participate within earlier than the trial process itself, because that might establish that 

relationship before they get to a trial situation’ (Parti: 5).  

Involvement of legal personnel is another established practice for children’s court 

preparation (Peterson et al. 2020). Other suggestions were tailoring these ‘gaming’ court 

visits for different age groups and practicing with equipment such as microphones and 

video links.   

Emotional Support 

Professionals recommended techniques for managing anxiety, fear, panic, shame, and 

teaching children to signal breaks based on their emotions. Normalising emotions like 

nervousness, anxiety, and fear ‘recognise how they might feel… so it’s okay to feel 

nervous, it’s okay to not know all the answers, it’s okay to feel anxious, these are all 

normal emotions to go through’ (Parti:3). Providing reassurance and examples to relate 

to their experience. These are common feelings frequently cited in the literature on 

children's court appearance (Finnegan & Gothard, 2003). Normalization is an existing 

process supporting children before court (Fouché & Fouché, 2017; Peterson et al., 

2020;), along with children hearing examples of others' experiences (Finnegan, 2002; 

Peterson et al., 2020). 

Role-Playing 

This should help children say, ‘I don't know’, ‘I don't remember’, ‘I need a break’ in 

court by simplifying and making legal processes fun like ‘what’s the name of my dog?’ 

and amazing how many children will go, ‘erm, Felix’ [laugh]…no, you don’t know’ 

(Parti:1). Participants proposed matching games with scripts simplifying legal 



 

 

processes: ‘you could play the roles with them once you’ve matched everybody you 

could then go oh you be Mr D-defence, barrister and I’ll be the judge what the judge is 

gonna say blah… write out little scripts for each of them so we could have a little 

practise’ (Parti:4). These are welcoming as role-play is a recognized method in 

children’s court preparation (Bala et al., 2001) with advantages like encouraging 

children to ask clarifications in familiar, fun settings (Revelle et al., 1985) and reducing 

their anxiety (Hébert & Tourigny, 2010). 

Age-Grouping 

Participants recommended tailoring game designs to children's chronological ages (e.g., 

5-7, 8-12, 12-17) but also suggested to be able to match game activities to each child's 

cognitive abilities. For example, an activity from a younger child could be used for 

older children if necessary.  

Theme 5: Considerations for Caution.  

Concerns about the gaming systems were noted to identify potential issues: Avoiding 

activities that may influence children’s evidence  

‘if it was suggested that that game was influencing the evidence that was being given by 

that child… avoid scenarios that are similar to the one on which the case is built 

because obviously that would give potential to the defence to say, ‘you’re preparing 

that witness,’ ‘you’re coaching,’ (Parti:5). 

Ensuring the game engages children. Train the users and provide clear guidelines to 

manage expectations. Considering the practicalities of integrating game sessions within 

existing schedules ‘the police aren’t gonna pay for us to spend an hour to go and play a 

game with them it’s got to be something we can fit in’ (Parti:4).  

Theme 6: Child Court Barriers.  



 

 

Unexpectedly, participants voluntarily explained children’s trials failures by the 

inability to get children to court or obtain quality evidence ‘the main reason we lose 

trials or trials don’t go ahead is because we can’t get the victims either into court in the 

first place, or when they come to court, their evidence isn’t of a sufficient quality’ 

(Parti:5). Children’s and supporters’ fear was another reason 

‘You’ve got the youth’s own fear, but also the adult who supervises that child’s fear for 

the child … it’s going to have a significant impact, but even so we still lose a lot of 

witnesses and we lose a lot of cases because of that’ (Partici:5).  

Involving young children in complex legal processes was another reason ‘it is the most 

complex process and yet we’re taking 4-year-olds through this’ (Parti:4). These findings 

extend child psychology research to real-life forensic settings. Children's fear affects 

daily decisions, like street crossing (Shen et al., 2015), social and academic functioning 

(Cummings et al., 2014). Researchers stress the importance of age-appropriate 

experiences for children's cognitive skills (Zelazo et al., 2003). Fear and complexity are 

plausible factors influencing children's decisions not to attend court or to provide 

insufficient evidence. These reinforce the need for innovative child-friendly approaches, 

such as gaming systems, to ease fear and legal process complexity. 

Open-Adapt Pretrial Gaming Template 

This integrative review of legal frameworks, psychoeducational programmes and 

therapeutic models identified several shared recommendations and practices that 

informed the initial ‘gaming concept’. These were then refined through insights drawn 

from in-depth interviews with experts from different jurisdictions and programmes to 

ensure a feasible user-centred tool. The resulted consolidated findings are presented in 

the form of an evidence-based and practice informed, Open-Adapt Pretrial Gaming 

Templated (OPA-GamiT) (Table 2). 



 

 

Table 2 here 

OPA-GamiT is like an open-source software, in the sense that it is adaptable. It 

can help services generate their own gaming systems for their own vulnerable 

populations e.g., children, individuals with special requirements. With this in mind, 

OPA-GamiT provides the essential components and overall guidance that can be used 

for psychoeducational gaming systems in vulnerable populations’ pretrial preparations. 

The detailed content and delivery methods are intentionally left open for each service to 

tailor accordingly. This aligns with Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) principles in 

which services from different nations and with slightly different purposes, can create 

culturally responsive and inclusive court-preparation games that meet the needs of 

diverse vulnerable populations across different legal systems (UK Research and 

Innovation, 2025). 

 The existing psychoeducational programmes (e.g., Peterson et al., 2020) tend to 

follow a broadly similar sequence in the topics they deliver. Similarly, theoretical 

models support the logic of this progression in their own way (e.g., Cohen et al., 2006), 

and experts confirmed with us that this order could be the most effective way to present 

pretrial information. Thus, based on our findings, we recommend delivering gaming 

systems that follow the three main themes of OPA-GamiT in this order:  

• SubG1: Legal Knowledge 

• SubG2: Emotional Support and Wellbeing 

• SubG3: Court Familiarisation 

 During adaptation, these three themes may be delivered as three separate sub-

games, one for each theme, or expanded into additional sub-games within each theme, 

depending on the needs of the population and the complexity of roles and legal systems. 

SubG1: Legal Knowledge   



 

 

Experts viewed legal knowledge as the strongest foundational component at the 

heart of pretrial preparation for vulnerable populations. Psychoeducational programmes 

(e.g., KTIC) also place substantial emphasis on legal knowledge within their activities, 

and many legal frameworks repeatedly return to it in different ways, such as clarifying 

children’s roles in proceedings (e.g., Council of Europe, 1996, Art. 3). Each service has 

its own legal terminology and the terms we provide here are the usual patters identified 

from the integrative review and the experts insights e.g., court personnel.  

During adaptation, each service should ensure that the content of its gaming 

system is adjusted to its own legal terminology. For example, in Cyprus a child is 

‘testifying’ in court, whereas in the UK a child is ‘appearing’ in court, reflecting the 

different legal procedures and the different roles children have in each jurisdiction. 

Furthermore, each service should tailor the presentation of the gaming activities to its 

cultural values and physical environment. For instance, services operating in 

predominantly cold climates may incorporate snow-based mazes, and services located 

in areas with extensive greenery may use theme parks as a way of introducing legal 

terms. 

SubG2: Emotional Support and Wellbeing 

TF-CBT techniques such as relaxation and cognitive coping are incorporated 

into OPA-GamiT (Cohen et al., 2006), alongside principles from Gestalt Play Therapy 

and Child-Centred Play Therapy that emphasise emotional expression, choice and 

relational safety, all of which inform the psychoeducation on wellbeing within OPA-

GamiT (Oaklander, 2001). Experts, without disputing the theoretical models and 

treatments, directed us towards areas more directly related to pretrial preparation, such 

as managing anxiety, fear, panic and shame, teaching children to signal when they need 



 

 

a break based on their emotions, and normalising these emotional responses. All these 

are outlined on OPA-GamiT.  

During adaptation, we strongly recommend the incorporation of culturally 

relevant and developmentally appropriate settings, when delivering this theme, to 

facilitate discussion of these sensitive topics. For example, they are cultural differences 

when making eye contact, as cultural norms shape the social meaning and comfort of 

direct gaze (Akechi et al., 2013), and neurodivergent conditions, such as autism, can 

further affect patterns of eye-contact behaviour (Strömberg et al., 2025). 

SubG3: Court Familiarisation 

Experts welcomed the idea of ‘gaming’ court visits, which represents a different 

approach compared with the actual court visits used in other psychoeducational 

programmes and recommended in legislation. ‘Gaming’ court visits also align with the 

principle of gradual exposure to challenging environments proposed by TF-CBT. 

Finally, ‘role play’ serves as an important mechanism for consolidating the information 

provided, offering children an opportunity to apply their knowledge in practice. 

During adaptation, services again need to adjust content and delivery methods to 

their legal system, culture and their targeted population particular needs.   

All of the above should be adjusted to each service’s legal system, cultural and 

physical environment, population needs, and language or accents. These elements can 

then be incorporated into a variety of gaming activities, such as Who’s Who? games to 

identify court personnel, story-building activities, puppet-based games and other 

developmentally appropriate tools. Kyriakidou et al., (under review) details the 

adaptation of OPA-GamiT into a board game within the Cypriot legal framework and 

presents findings from its real-world field testing. Pretrial gaming systems aspire to 



 

 

minimize inconsistencies in current practices, providing professionals with a structured, 

standardised and user-friendly tool. We encourage services to consider gaming-based 

approaches as a means of enhancing the child-friendliness of justice systems. 

.  
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Appendix  

The Child-Centric Pretrial Justice Survey (ChPJS) 

Section One: Services Offered  

Q1: Discuss how you usually support children for their forensic testimonies, in relation 

to court and if applicable in relation to police interviews. 

Q2: Outline the key things needed to be considered when supporting children for their 

testimonies in court. (Prompt: Explain why these are important).  

Section Two: Feedback on the proposed gaming tool 

D1: We aim to develop a board and/or digital game to support children in their court 

appearance. We are considering introducing children to the below issues through 

playful activities: 

• The roles of the different people involved in the Justice System,  

• Legal terms,  

• Legal knowledge,  

• The courtroom (through 3D Cardboard glasses),  

• The opportunity to practice the ground rule e.g., saying I need a break,  

• Practice breathing techniques and  

• Taking their time.  

Q3: Based on your experience what do you think it is important for us to consider when 

supporting children for their court appearance? Please elaborate (narrow discussion to 

specific aspects of the game mentioned by participant) 

Q4: Any suggestions on how best to support children? 

Q5: Which age groups you believe we should focus on and why? What do you think 

about the (refer to the different activities if the participants did not comment on them in 

previous answers).  



 

 

Section Three: Hypothetical Consumers’ Experience 

Q6: What do you think the benefits of these will be and why? (Prompts: Usefulness, 

benefits). 

Q7: What do you think the limitations of these will be and why? What can go wrong? 

(Prompt: Risks).  

Section Four: A strategic Open-Question  

Q8: Anything else to add on this proposed gaming system? 

 

 


