
Psychosocial and Mental Health
Characteristics of RePresent
Game Users

Jack Tsai, PhD, Minda Huang, MA, Billy Huang, BS, Kathleen Daniels,
Casper Harteveld, PhD, and Dan Jackson, JD

The RePresent games are online video games that are publicly available and designed to educate people
about legal self-representation in civil court. This study was part of a project to examine use of the
RePresent games in Connecticut, Massachusetts, Maine, and New Hampshire from January 2018 to May
2018. Data on game use across the four states were analyzed, and an online survey was conducted to
examine characteristics of RePresent game users and nonusers seeking civil legal aid (n � 277). The
RePresent games were accessed more than 7,000 times in five months. The most common legal
problems reported were related to debt, family, and housing. Compared with nonusers, RePresent
game users were significantly more likely to be nonwhite, to have an incarceration history, to have
more legal problems, and to screen positive for alcohol use problems. In the total sample, 83 percent
screened positive for depression, 81 percent for generalized anxiety disorder, and 45 percent for drug
problems. Only 34 percent reported use of mental health services, and 17 percent reported substance
abuse treatment in the past year. These findings demonstrate that products like the RePresent games
can be widely accessible to adults from disadvantaged backgrounds. In addition, civil legal settings may
be a new area for mental health screening and intervention.
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Civil legal problems can affect housing, health care,
employment, income support, family problems,
quality of life, and overall well-being.1 Civil legal
problems are common and widespread in the United
States, and the vast majority of people who go to
court for these problems do not use professional legal
representation.2 A 2016 report by the Legal Services
Corporation found that 71 percent of low-income

households experienced at least one civil legal prob-
lem, and 86 percent of them received inadequate or
no legal assistance.3 Many adults in the criminal jus-
tice system also experience civil legal problems, so a
lack of legal representation for civil legal problems
may also be relevant in forensic settings.4,5

Unlike criminal courts in the United States, where
individuals are appointed a lawyer if they cannot af-
ford one, there is no right to counsel in civil legal
cases, with a few exceptions (e.g., eviction cases in
New York City and San Francisco).6 Thus, many
people with low income are at a particular disadvan-
tage when they have civil legal problems because they
cannot afford to hire a lawyer. This results in a cer-
tain level of inequity in legal representation, espe-
cially for poor defendants. Some individuals seek
public legal aid for assistance, but most public legal
aid offices throughout the country are inundated
with requests and are not able to serve all those seek-
ing legal assistance.7 Studies have found that vulner-
able and disadvantaged populations report higher
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rates of contact with civil justice situations and have
greater incidence of negative consequences from
these events, which can adversely affect their health
and well-being.8

This justice gap has continued to increase.5 One
proposed solution to cope with the overwhelming
needs of unrepresented litigants in civil cases is to
improve people’s capacity for self-representation.9 As
a result, various self-help tools and programs now
exist, offered by the American Bar Association,10

state judicial websites,11 and nonprofit organiza-
tions.12 To our knowledge, however, there has been
no previous attempt to gamify these educational
products for the general public.

There is burgeoning research on the concept of
therapeutic jurisprudence, i.e., how legal actors and
the legal process can affect the psychological health of
legal participants.13 Recent studies have reported
that providing legal assistance to those with civil legal
problems can improve not only their legal status, but
also their housing and mental health.4,14-16 Address-
ing civil legal problems is part of a larger public
health movement to identify and target upstream
social determinants of health to prevent larger health
and social problems later.17 Thus, there is great po-
tential to develop new interventions in the legal arena
that may improve the health and lives of individuals.

Two public online video games that have been
created to address the potential disparity in proce-
dural justice are the RePresent game and the
RePresent: Renter game. RePresent is an interactive
game that simulates the general process of preparing
and participating in civil court for a range of civil
legal problems. RePresent: Renter is a similar game
but is designed to be specific for housing court and
for dealing with rental housing problems such as
evictions. These two video games were created
through a partnership between Statewide Legal Ser-
vices of Connecticut and the NuLawLab and Game
Design Studio at Northeastern University, with
funding from the federal Legal Services Corpora-
tion.18 These games are designed to provide educa-
tional content about court proceedings and court
etiquette through a game modality. As part of a dem-
onstration project in 2018, these games were made
available at no cost to the public in Connecticut,
Maine, Massachusetts, and New Hampshire.

In this study, we examined use of the RePresent
and RePresent: Renter games (collectively referred to
as the RePresent games) over the five-month period

of the demonstration project across four states. We
also conducted an online survey to examine sociode-
mographic, legal, and psychosocial characteristics of
RePresent game users compared with nonusers who
were also seeking legal aid. We compared RePresent
game users’ and nonusers’ individual characteristics
and the association between their individual charac-
teristics and patterns of legal problems. We hypoth-
esized that the RePresent games would reach a broad
population of adults with various civil legal prob-
lems, but that game users would more likely be
young, college-educated males than nonusers be-
cause the majority of general video game players are
of this demographic.19,20 The results will provide
information about the potential of the RePresent
games to reach particular groups who need them and
whether there is any relationship between civil legal
problems and mental health and well-being.

Methods

Game Description

The original RePresent game (version 1.0) was
created in 2015. The initial efforts focused on pro-
viding self-represented parties the generally applica-
ble skills and tasks required for adjudicatory proceed-
ings, such as what to bring to court, how to address
the judge, and how to cross-examine a witness. Most
self-represented parties lack experience advocating
for themselves in a formal setting and find themselves
having to carry out that task for the first time in a
real-life hearing environment with a lot at stake.
RePresent was designed to provide a basic, retainable
understanding of how to prepare for and self-
advocate in court. RePresent is not a commercial
product, and none of the authors report any financial
conflicts of interest with its evaluation.

During 2017 and 2018, RePresent 1.0 was up-
dated and modified to create RePresent 2.0, with
jurisdiction-specific versions for the states of Con-
necticut, Maine, Massachusetts and New Hamp-
shire. At the same time, the RePresent platform was
used to create a new game called RePresent: Renter to
educate self-represented parties specifically about
how to navigate summary process eviction proceed-
ings in housing court. Jurisdiction-specific versions
were created for Connecticut and Maine. Whereas
RePresent 1.0 was only available as a desktop com-
puter game, mobile versions were created for RePre-
sent 2.0 and RePresent: Renter.
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Starting in January 2018, RePresent 2.0 was avail-
able in Connecticut, Massachusetts, Maine, and
New Hampshire, and RePresent: Renter was avail-
able in Connecticut and Maine. Both RePresent
games were available through websites and through
mobile apps downloaded on Apple-based and
Android-based products. The websites for each state
are listed in Table 1.

For both RePresent games, scripts of courtroom
scenes were written by legal aid professionals experi-
enced in producing plain-language self-help materi-
als for their clients. Script coding was done by the
Game Studio using Northeastern University’s
StudyCrafter platform.21 All study procedures were
approved by the Human Subjects Committee at Yale
University.

Game Data and Participant Recruitment

Game data from website analytics and mobile app
downloads were obtained to examine utilization of
the RePresent games. Website data were extracted
from Google Analytics, and mobile app download
data were extracted from iTunes and Android
servers.

The RePresent games were accessible through le-
gal aid websites in each of the participating states. A
sample of RePresent game users and a comparison
sample of nonusers were recruited online through
these legal aid websites; these participants were in-
vited to complete an online survey (available upon
request from the author). RePresent game users in
each state were invited to participate in the survey
through a link embedded at the start of the games
accessible from legal aid websites. Nonusers were in-
vited to participate in the survey through a link em-
bedded in the main legal aid website of each state.
Nonusers were selected based on their behavior in
seeking legal aid, and they confirmed in the survey
that they had never played the RePresent games.
Both RePresent game users and nonusers were
screened with the survey and were included only if

they had a current civil legal problem and were pre-
sumably seeking legal assistance. All survey partici-
pants provided informed consent.

The surveys collected information on participants’
background characteristics, details about their cur-
rent and past legal problems, legal knowledge, sense
of self-efficacy and empowerment, perceived proce-
dural justice, mental health and substance use, and
quality of life, as described below. Participants were
compensated $30 for completing the survey.

Participants

All potential participants were initially screened
online with the following inclusion criteria: over the
age of 18, lived in the state, and had an active legal
problem. A total of 451 people initially agreed to
participate in the survey (n � 228 game users and
223 nonusers). Participants who did not complete
the survey or did not report a current legal problem
were excluded from the analysis. As a result, a total
of 277 (61.42%) participants were included in the
analysis: 136 game users and 141 nonusers. There
was no significant difference in the proportion who
were included versus excluded between game users
and nonusers (�2 � .61, P � .435).

Among the 277 game users included in the analy-
sis, 82 participants (53 game users and 29 nonusers)
were from Connecticut, 21 (14 game users and
7 nonusers) were from Massachusetts, 27 (8 game
users and 19 nonusers) were from New Hampshire,
and 147 participants (61 game users and 86 nonus-
ers) were from Maine.

Measures

Background characteristics were collected by par-
ticipant self-report. Information on sociodemo-
graphic characteristics such as gender, race/ethnicity,
marital status, educational level, employment status,
and income level were collected. Participants were
also asked about any history of homelessness and any
history of incarceration.

Legal problems of participants were assessed. Par-
ticipants were provided a checklist of legal problems
(with examples) and asked whether they were cur-
rently experiencing any of the listed legal problems.
Participants were then asked whether they had expe-
rienced any of the list of legal problems in the past.
The list included money or debt problems (e.g.,
bankruptcy, debt collections, fraud, loans), family
legal problem (e.g., divorce, child support, custody),

Table 1 State-specific Game Versions

Game Version Website

Connecticut RePresent https://ctlawhelp.org/en/represent
Connecticut RePresent Renter https://ctlawhelp.org/en/represent-renter
Maine RePresent https://ptla.org/represent-game
Maine RePresent Renter https://ptla.org/represent-renter-game
Massachusetts RePresent https://www.masslegalhelp.org/court/represent
New Hampshire RePresent https://www.nhlegalaid.org/represent

Tsai, Huang, Huang, et al.

337Volume 48, Number 3, 2020

https://ctlawhelp.org/en/represent
https://ctlawhelp.org/en/represent-renter
https://ptla.org/represent-game
https://ptla.org/represent-renter-game
https://www.masslegalhelp.org/court/represent
https://www.nhlegalaid.org/represent


housing problem (e.g., eviction or lockout, landlord
or tenant problems, security deposit), home foreclo-
sure, immigration problem, criminal record ex-
pungement (e.g., trying to get criminal record
erased), estate or probate problem, tax problem, un-
employment or worker’s compensation, criminal
problem (e.g., theft, robbery, assault), and other
problems.

Legal knowledge and sense of procedural justice of
participants were assessed separately. Participants
were asked to rate their legal knowledge with one
item that asked participants how much they know
about how to resolve their legal problem from 0
(Nothing) to 4 (A lot). Participants were also asked to
rate their sense of procedural justice using a seven-
item measure adapted from the MacArthur Per-
ceived Procedural Justice Scale.22 This measure
asked participants the extent to which they felt they
were “able to express [their] views in the legal pro-
cess” and that the “legal process is ethical.” The mean
of responses was calculated for a scale score.

Empowerment was assessed with an abbreviated
10-item Empowerment Scale designed to measure
subjective feelings of empowerment.23 Participants
were asked to rate their level of agreement on a four-
point scale from 1 (Strongly agree) to 4 (Strongly
disagree) on various statements like “I am usually
confident about the decisions I make” or “I see my-
self as a capable person.” After reverse-coding items,
the mean of all item responses was calculated for a
total score, with higher scores indicating greater lev-
els of empowerment.

Self-efficacy was assessed with a 10-item General
Self-Efficacy Scale (GSES)24 that asked participants
to rate statements like “I am a self-reliant person” on
a five-point scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5
(Strongly agree). Responses were summed for a total
general self-efficacy score. The GSES is a widely used
measure in clinical research with established reliabil-
ity and temporal stability.25

Mental health was assessed with several validated
measures. Overall mental health was assessed with an
abbreviated Behavior and Symptom Identification
Scale (BASIS-24).26 The BASIS-24 asks participants
about mental health and substance use problems in
the previous week, such as whether they experienced
any problems like “difficulty concentrating” or
“thoughts racing through your head” on a four-point
Likert scale. The BASIS-24 has been shown to be
psychometrically sound.27 In this study, a 14-item

BASIS-24 was used, and the mean response was cal-
culated for a total score, with higher scores reflecting
more mental health problems.

The Patient Health Questionnaire-2 (PHQ-2)28

and the Generalized Anxiety Disorder-2 scale
(GAD-2)29 were used to assess depression and anxi-
ety symptoms, respectively. The PHQ-2 and GAD-2
are commonly used self-report screening instru-
ments; the PHQ-2 includes two items assessing
symptoms of depression, and the GAD-2 includes
two items assessing symptoms of generalized anxiety
over the past two weeks. Participants were asked to
report how often in the past two weeks they had been
bothered by two core symptoms of depression and
two core symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder
on a scale from 0 (Not at all) to 3 (Nearly every day).
For both the PHQ-2 and GAD-2, scores greater
than 2 on the depression and generalized anxiety
items were indicative of a positive screen for major
depression or generalized anxiety, respectively.

Any recent use of mental health services was as-
sessed by asking participants whether they received
any services for mental health problems in the past
year and whether they received any services for sub-
stance abuse problems in the past year.

Substance abuse was assessed by asking partici-
pants how many days in the past 30 days they had
more than two drinks of alcohol per day and how
many days in the past 30 days had they used any
illegal drugs. Potential alcohol use problems were
categorized as reporting more than seven days of al-
cohol use (more than two drinks per day) in the past
30 days. Potential drug use problems were catego-
rized as reporting any days of illegal drug use in the
past 30 days, which has been done in previous epide-
miological studies.30

Quality of life was assessed with the Quality of Life
Enjoyment and Satisfaction Questionnaire-Short
Form (Q-LES-Q-SF).31 The Q-LSE-Q-SF is a 14-
item measure that asks participants about their satis-
faction in the past week with various aspects of life,
including physical health, mood, work, household
activities, social and family relationships, leisure ac-
tivities, sexual drive and interest, economic status,
and living situation. Participants were asked to rate
their satisfaction in these areas from 1 (Very poor) to
5 (Very good), and scores were summed for a total
score. The Q-LES-Q and its short form are among
the most frequently used outcome measures of qual-
ity of life.
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Data Analysis

The data were analyzed in four phases. First, data
obtained from the RePresent game servers were ana-
lyzed with descriptive statistics to examine game use.
Second, data on the sociodemographic characteris-
tics, legal problems, and clinical and psychosocial
status of game users and nonusers who participated
in the survey were analyzed. Characteristics of game
users and nonusers were compared with t tests and
chi-square tests. The Levene test for equality of vari-
ances was conducted before t tests, and adjustments
were made accordingly. Third, a cluster analysis was
conducted to identify groups of participants with
different clusters of legal problems. A two-step clus-
ter procedure was used, in which preclustering was
performed before performing hierarchical clustering
to form the groups. After a clustering solution was
determined, the groups were compared on their
rates of each legal problem with chi-square tests. Fi-
nally, two multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA) were conducted to compare the clus-
ter groups on clinical and psychosocial characteris-
tics. Sociodemographic differences between groups
were entered as covariates in both MANCOVAs. In
the first MANCOVA, legal-related variables (i.e., le-
gal knowledge and Procedural Justice Scale scores)
were entered as dependent variables. In the second
MANCOVA, the clinical and psychosocial variables
(e.g., Empowerment Scale, BASIS-24, Q-LES-Q-SF
scores) were entered as dependent variables. All sta-
tistical tests were conducted as two-tailed t tests, and
the significance level was set at P � .05.

Results

From January 2018 through May 2018, the
RePresent game was accessed a total of 2,722 times
on computers across four states (26.6% from Con-
necticut, 53.5% from Massachusetts, 14.1% from
Maine, and 5.8% from New Hampshire), and the
RePresent: Renter game was accessed 499 times on
computers (62.1% from Connecticut and 37.9%
from Maine).

Examination of app downloads from Apple
iTunes and Android during the same time period
showed that there were 435 app downloads of the
RePresent game and 89 app downloads of the ReP-
resent: Renter game from iTunes; from Android,
there were 4,354 app downloads of the RePresent
game and 216 app downloads of the RePresent:

Renter game. There was a larger number of down-
loads from Android users versus Apple users. In
total, the RePresent game app was downloaded
4,789 times and the RePresent: Renter game app was
downloaded 305 times. Between computers and
phone apps, game users played the RePresent game
on phone apps more often and played the RePresent:
Renter game on computers more often.

Table 2 shows the sociodemographic characteris-
tics and legal problems of RePresent game users and
nonusers who participated in the survey. In the total
sample, across game users and nonusers, the majority of
participants were female, unmarried, 25–44 years old,
had some college education, were employed, had in-
come below $50,000, and had never been incarcerated
or homeless before. Participants reported a range of
multiple current and past legal problems. The most
common current and past legal problems were related
to money or debt, family, or apartment housing.

Compared with nonusers, RePresent game users
were significantly more likely to be nonwhite, have
less education, have been incarcerated before, have
more current legal problems, and report higher pro-
cedural justice scores. Game users were significantly
more likely to have current legal problems related to
apartment housing, immigration, and estate or pro-
bate than nonusers. Game users were also signifi-
cantly more likely to have past legal problems related
to family, immigration, and taxes.

Table 3 shows the clinical and psychosocial char-
acteristics of RePresent game users and nonusers who
participated in the survey. In the total sample,
83.1 percent screened positive for depression and
81.3 percent screened positive for generalized anxiety
disorder; 16.2 percent screened positive for alcohol
use problems, and 44.8 percent screened positive for
drug use problems. The majority of the total sample
had not used any mental health services or substance
abuse treatment in the past year (34.3% reported any
past-year mental health service use; 17.0% reported
any past-year substance abuse treatment).

RePresent game users had lower PHQ-2 scores
and higher Q-LES-Q-SF scores, and they were more
likely to screen positive for alcohol use problems than
nonusers. There was no difference in positive screens for
major depression between game users and nonusers
(82.2% versus 84.1%, respectively; chi-square � .174,
P � .677), but game users were significantly less likely
to screen positive for generalized anxiety disorder than
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Table 2 Background Characteristics and Legal Problems of RePresent Game Users and Nonusers

Game Users (n � 136) Nonusers (n � 141) Test of Difference

Age, years �2 � 2.86
18–24 6 (4.4) 9 (6.4)
25–34 46 (33.8) 51 (36.2)
35–44 52 (38.2) 54 (38.3)
45–54 25 (18.4) 17 (12.1)
� 55 7 (5.1) 10 (7.1)

Gender: male 56 (41.2) 65 (46.1) �2 � 4.58
Ethnicity: white 62 (45.6) 95 (67.4) �2 � 13.38c

Education �2 � 28.61c

High school or below 53 (39.0) 23 (16.3)
Some college 36 (26.5) 26 (18.4)
Associates/bachelors 44 (32.4) 82 (58.2)
Advanced degree 3 (2.2) 10 (7.1)

Marital status: married 56 (41.2) 60 (42.6) �2 � 0.05
Annual personal income �2 � 10.01

� $15,000 24 (17.6) 21 (14.9)
$15,000–$30,000 27 (19.9) 17 (12.1)
$31,000–$50,000 31 (22.8) 41 (28.4)
$51,000–$70,000 20 (14.7) 26 (18.4)
$71,000–$90,000 25 (18.4) 17 (12.1)
$91,000–$110,000 5 (3.7) 11 (7.8)
� $110,000 4 (2.9) 9 (6.4)

Full/part-time employment 113 (87.6) 109 (79.0) �2 � 3.54
Ever been to jail 33 (24.3) 18 (12.8) �2 � 6.09a

Ever been homeless 24 (17.6) 37 (26.2) �2 � 2.98
Current legal problem(s)

Money or debt 44 (32.4) 52 (36.9) �2 � 0.63
Family 42 (30.9) 59 (41.8) �2 � 3.59
Apartment housing 50 (36.8) 32 (22.7) �2 � 6.58a

Home foreclosure 16 (11.8) 10 (7.1) �2 � 1.78
Immigration 12 (8.8) 3 (2.1) �2 � 6.06a

Criminal record history 17 (12.5) 15 (10.6) �2 � 0.24
Estate/probate 19 (14.0) 6 (4.3) �2 � 7.96b

Tax 24 (17.6) 19 (13.5) �2 � 0.92
Unemployment or WC 23 (16.9) 15 (10.6) �2 � 2.30
Criminal problem 11 (8.1) 15 (10.6) �2 � 0.53
Other 5 (3.7) 8 (5.7) �2 � 0.62

Number of current legal problems 6.29 � 4.87 4.63 � 3.07 t � 3.40b

Past legal problem(s)
Money or debt 69 (50.7) 56 (39.7) �2 � 3.394
Family 28 (20.6) 49 (34.8) �2 � 6.919b

Apartment housing 40 (29.4) 28 (19.9) �2 � 3.411
Home foreclosure 16 (11.8) 9 (6.4) �2 � 2.442
Immigration 18 (13.2) 5 (3.5) �2 � 8.536b

Criminal record history 12 (8.8) 13 (9.2) �2 � 0.013
Estate/probate 15 (11.0) 7 (5.0) �2 � 3.483
Tax 32 (23.5) 17 (12.1) �2 � 6.258a

Unemployment or WC 21 (15.4) 15 (10.6) �2 � 1.412
Criminal problem 19 (14.0) 18 (12.8) �2 � 0.087
Other 5 (3.7) 9 (6.4) �2 � 1.057

Number of past legal problems 3.67 � 1.76 4.41 � 2.72 t � �.98
Self-rating of legal knowledge 3.24 � 0.99 2.84 � 0.80 t � 3.73
Procedural Justice Scale 3.85 � 0.98 3.57 � 1.08 t � 2.26a

Data are presented as n (%) or mean � SD.
a P � .05
b P � .01
c P � .001
WC, Worker’s Compensation.
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nonusers (75.8% versus 87.0%, respectively; chi-
square � 5.18, P � .023).

A cluster analysis of the legal problems reported by
the total sample identified four distinct groups with
different clusters of legal problems. As shown in
Table 4, the first group had many civil and criminal
legal problems, the second group had mostly debt
and tax problems, the third group had mostly family
law problems, and the fourth group had a combina-
tion of housing, family, and debt problems. There
were significant differences between groups on rates
of each legal problem (P � .05), except for the Other
legal problem category.

Table 5 shows the results of MANCOVAs com-
paring the four groups adjusting for background dif-
ferences significantly different between groups, in-
cluding gender, education, marital status, income,
and history of incarceration. The group with many
civil and criminal problems had significantly lower
GSES and Empowerment Scale scores than the
groups with mostly debt or tax problems and mostly
family problems. The group with many civil and
criminal legal problems also had significantly higher
BASIS-24 scores than the group with mostly debt or
tax problems. The group with mostly debt or tax
problems had significantly higher Q-LES-Q-SF
scores than the three other groups.

Discussion

This is the first study of the RePresent games,
which are innovative new interventions that could
address disparities in civil legal proceedings and may
have public health implications. We noted that there
was broad demand for the RePresent games, which

were accessed more than 7,000 times across four
states. The availability of the RePresent games on
both personal computers and mobile app platforms
likely facilitated their accessibility across different
segments of the population. Users of the RePresent
games were from diverse sociodemographic back-
grounds, and, importantly, the games reached the
target populations for whom they were designed, i.e.,
low-income adults with various psychosocial prob-
lems and multiple civil legal problems. Moreover, we
observed that game users were more likely to be racial
minorities and to have been in jail before compared
with nonusers who were also seeking legal aid. Game
users also reported greater mental health symptoms
and had more legal problems than nonusers. We the-
orize that the gamification of the RePresent content
may make it more appealing to certain disadvantaged
groups who may have limited opportunities to learn
how to represent themselves in court. Our results are
consistent with studies that have reported that gami-
fying learning experiences can increase motivation,
engagement, performance, and positive behavioral
change.32,33 The RePresent games appeared to be
able to reach those who have traditionally experi-
enced barriers to care and legal aid.

It is notable that both game users and nonusers seek-
ing legal aid reported high levels of mental health and
substance abuse problems. Across both game users and
nonusers, more than 80 percent screened positive for
both major depression and generalized anxiety disorder,
more than 15 percent screened positive for alcohol use
problems, and 45 percent screened positive for drug use
problems. Yet only about one third of participants re-
ported past-year use of mental health services, and

Table 3 Clinical and Psychosocial Characteristics of RePresent Game Users and Nonusers

Game Users (n � 136) Game Nonusers (n � 141) Test of Difference

General Self-Efficacy Scale 29.11 � 4.6 28.81 � 5.50 t � .49
Empowerment Scale 2.93 � 0.50 2.97 � 0.50 t � .79
BASIS-24 2.18 � 0.70 2.45 � 0.70 t � �.88
PHQ-2 3.97 � 1.56 4.40 � 1.74 t � �2.12a

GAD-2 4.00 � 1.69 4.37 � 1.77 t � �1.74
Q-LES-Q-SF 0.61 � 0.17 0.53 � 0.15 t � 4.05b

Positive screen for alcohol use problems 41 (30.1) 4 (2.8) �2 � 37.95b

Positive screen for drug use problems 53 (39.0) 71 (50.4) �2 � 3.63
Any mental health service use in past year 43 (23.1) 52 (39.1) �2 � 1.43
Any substance abuse treatment in past year 26 (19.4) 21 (15.8) �2 � 0.60

Data are presented as mean � SD or n (%).
a P � .05.
b P � .001.
BASIS-24, Behavior and Symptom Identification Scale; PHQ-2, Patient Health Questionnaire-2; GAD-2, Generalized Anxiety Disorder scale;
Q-LES-Q-SF, Quality of Life Enjoyment and Satisfaction Questionnaire-Short Form.
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17 percent reported past-year use of substance abuse
treatment. These results suggest underutilization of
mental health and substance abuse treatment in this
population and highlight a potential opportunity to
provide screening and intervention among those seek-
ing legal aid. Brief mental health and substance use dis-
order screening measures could be incorporated into
games like RePresent, or clients could be referred to
other games specially designed to assess and treat mental
health conditions. In fact, there is a growing industry of
video games purportedly designed to treat a range of
mental disorders.34

In addition, we noted that most participants
seeking legal aid experienced multiple legal prob-
lems concurrently. Different patterns of legal
problems were differentially associated with clini-
cal and psychosocial problems. Participants with
many civil and criminal problems scored lower on
measures of self-efficacy, empowerment, and men-
tal health than those with other patterns of civil
problems. Participants with mostly debt or tax
problems reported the highest quality of life rela-
tive to participants with other civil problems.
These findings again underscore the nexus be-
tween legal problems and other psychosocial
problems.

The most common legal problem reported by
game users pertained to apartment housing, presum-
ably evictions. This is perhaps not surprising because
one of the most common civil legal problems that
people face are evictions,8,35 and the RePresent:
Renter game was specifically designed for those deal-
ing with housing problems. There has been growing
research on the deleterious effects of evictions on
individuals, communities, and society at large.36

Eviction law can be complicated, and the legal pro-
cess may be heavily tilted in favor of those who have
legal knowledge, such as experienced landlords or
landlords who can afford attorneys. Tenants could
derive considerable benefit and knowledge about
evictions from programs like the RePresent games.
Evictions and other housing problems may be par-
ticularly salient to those with criminal histories who
often face considerable challenges obtaining housing
and employment.37,38 This study may lend support
to the broader development of gamified interven-
tions in various legal settings. A systematic review
reported that the use of video games within secure
forensic settings may have therapeutic value,39 and
games have been developed for competency restora-

tion.40,41 Thus, the RePresent games may exemplify
the potential utility of engaging and educating clients
with various legal concerns across settings.

In summary, we found a great demand for the
RePresent games, and these games represent a new via-
ble way to engage and educate adults on self-represen-
tation in civil court. Many adults with civil legal prob-
lems were also experiencing mental health and
substance use problems. Although all the adults in our
study were seeking legal aid, most had not received any
mental health or substance abuse treatment services in
the past year, which suggests a need for greater interven-
tion in that respect. The RePresent games and other
legal aid platforms may represent a unique point of
entry for screening and treatment for behavioral health.
There may also be opportunities to gamify and integrate
mental health treatment outreach efforts into products
like the RePresent games, and these opportunities
should be explored. Incorporating health care services
may further allow for greater therapeutic jurisprudence
to occur among those involved in the adversarial legal
process. Further study is needed to understand how to
integrate legal and health care services and to evaluate
whether games like RePresent actually lead to improved
legal and clinical outcomes.

There are a few study limitations to note. The
survey data were cross-sectional, and further study is
needed on the nature and direction of the association
between legal problems and clinical and psychosocial
problems. We did not have data on game users and
nonusers who did not participate in the survey, so we
do not know whether there was a selection bias. Data
on legal problems and psychosocial problems, par-
ticularly mental health symptoms, were based on
self-report and were not validated by legal and
mental health professionals. These weaknesses
notwithstanding, there were several strengths of
the study: this is an area that has not been previ-
ously explored in the mental health field, the data
were collected from game users in a real-world
setting instead of in a contrived lab setting, and the
results highlight potential new avenues to assist
those with mental illness.
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