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Content Advisory

There is no explicit content today, but we will 
talk about child trafficking and exploitation 

(including sexual exploitation/coercion)

There will be fictional (but realistic) 
conversations between fictional children and 

a fictional (player-controlled) counsellor 
working for a helpline



What are soft skills?

“Personal qualities that enable you to 
communicate well with other people”

(Oxford Dictionary)

But! They are qualities that can be learned.



Case Study 1:

Gaming for Peace: Kusam
(2019)



2.5-year Horizon 2020 project (1/9/2016–28/2/2019)
H2020-EU.3.7 – Secure societies – Protecting freedom and security 

of Europe and its citizens
€2,035,437.50 total budget, 15 partners

Website and game download: 
https://gap-project.eu

https://gap-project.eu/


Develop a curriculum for training novice 
peacekeepers (military and police) in soft skills: 
Communication, Cultural Awareness, Gender 

Awareness

Key training component: a visual novel game

Game story and characters based on ~150 
interviews with experienced peacekeepers

Learning Objectives and player choices identified 
through workshops with end users 



Visual novel gameplay



Post-game 
assessment 

portal



Design Challenge: Believability

Narrative: Game narrative was based 
on anonymized stories collected 
from senior peacekeepers during 

~150 interviews.

Significant and irreversible of 
confidence in the game as a learning 

tool if details were not correct!

Setting: Kusam is a lightly 
fictionalized version of a real 

place (Lebanon).

Soundscape: Binaural street 
recordings from our team 
in Lebanon help to make 

the scenes feel real.

How do we create a 
believable story 

experience?



Setting: What 
does a 

peacekeeper 
barrack look like? 

An office? A 
streetscape?

Characters: 
Interesting, 

believable, with 
personality.

Photos, photos, 
photos!



Clothing: Which 
headwear does a 

Muslim 
policewoman use in 

different 
professional 

contexts?

Military and 
police insignia: 

Accuracy of 
type, colour and 

placement 
crucial.

Photos, photos, 
photos!



Scene details: Does a 
carpet seller drink 
tea from a cup or a 

glass?

More broadly: Would 
this ever happen? Are 

character actions 
believable?

Ask, ask, ask!

What’s believable 
in Iraq could be 

completely 
unbelievable in 

Afghanistan.



Balancing act: 
Capture reality in 

a way that is 
realistic but not 
disrespectful to 
the mandate of 

the missions.



Capture the 
challenges and 

benefits of 
international 

collaborations.



Capture the 
crucial importance 

of translators.



Example scene:

Navigating a 
difficult space 

between cultural 
awareness and 

gender awareness.







Resulting story structure
Branch & Bottleneck with Re-enterable Conversation Node



Deployment

Deployment with European Security 
and Defence Council (ESDC):

Used across the world to train novice 
peacekeepers

Technology Readiness 5 
(TRL5):

“technology validated in a 
relevant environment”



Case Study 2:

Child Helpline Game (2023)









Watch 
Event 

Recording



(Trafficking in 
Human Beings)









Concept

Interactive story simulating a conversation between a helpline 
counsellor and a child calling the helpline

Based on anonymised transcripts of actual conversations between 
children and counsellors

Narrative branching with choices of different quality, but not too 
obvious which are “good” and “bad”



1. Adequate verbal communication skills
2. Ability to build a rapport with the child
3. Demonstrating empathy, warmth & genuineness
4. Supporting the reframing of a child’s negative thoughts & feelings
5. Ability to identify and understand the child’s daily life problems or needs
6. Applies problem solving techniques for the child’s daily life problems
7. Ability to safely identify child abuse, exploitation and violence.

Learning Objectives



The counsellor must earn 
Andriy’s trust to learn about 
his situation, and then work 
with him to find a solution -
in this case to have him 
contact a direct crisis line for 
young people affected by 
labour trafficking.

• Andriy is a 16-year-old 
Ukrainian boy brought to 
the UK with promises of a 
job. 

• Finds himself working long 
construction shifts, has no 
access to his earnings.

• Is staying in a dormitory 
with other workers and has 
no way to leave.

• Slow to trust others after 
his recent experiences. 

• He blames himself for the 
situation he is in and feels 
anxious and hopeless.

Story #1



• Ilya is a 13 year old 
Ukrainian boy who moved 
to Germany with his 
mother. 

• Their landlord has become 
demanding, threatening to 
call the police and accuse 
Ilya’s mother of stealing 
and has also recently 
begun sexually exploiting 
her.

• Ilya is reaching out via his 
mobile phone which he has 
kept hidden from the 
landlord. 

• On the surface he puts on 
a brave face, but beneath 
this facade he is anxious 
and traumatised. 

• He is desperate for some 
help to change his 
situation.

The counsellor must establish 
if Ilya is physically safe, then 
work with Ilya to help him 
understand what his options 
and next steps might look like. 
The counsellor can then 
connect him with a local 
domestic violence shelter who 
are able to assist in his case.

Story #2



• Olga is a 15 year old Ukrainian 
girl who met her “boyfriend” 
Mike playing a video game, 
although they have never met 
in person. 

• Mike was kind to her and 
flattered her at first, sending 
small amounts of money to 
help out her family. 

• Olga sent Mike nude photos in 
the past, however, now he is 
pressuring her to send more 
photos, threatening to show 
the original photos to her 
family and school if she 
refuses.

• Olga feels deeply ashamed of 
sending the original images to 
him. She feels like she should 
be able to handle this situation 
herself, but she is frightened of 
Mike and of the consequences 
if her family finds out. 

The counsellor will discover that 
Olga’s mother can likely be relied 
on to support her. The counsellor 
can let Olga know that Mike is 
exploiting her, and reassure her 
that it’s not her fault. They can 
encourage her to talk to mom 
about her situation, and can also -
with Olga’s agreement - arrange 
for her to connect with local 
police about her situation.

Story #3



Reflection

Review with simulated supervisor after each story is used to 
evaluate the performance and encourage reflection 

Intended to be used either (a) as standalone; or (b) as part of a 2-3 
day workshop with other learning components



Once the counsellor has 
concluded their conversation 
with the child, they are 
“connected” to an in-game 
supervisor, who offers feedback 
on their responses during the 
chat. While the child’s 
immediate reactions to a 
response can offer some limited 
direct feedback, the supervisor 
provides a more structured and 
instructional analysis of the 
counsellor’s conversation 

Through repeated intentional 
practice in a simulated 
environment, counsellors can 
develop or refresh their skills at 
will without fear of harmful 
consequences for a real child. 
The intent is not to replace, but 
rather to supplement or 
augment additional learning.



Demo!



Design Considerations

Four options, instead of the usual three

Some choices that might look okay, but have flaws that mean they 
are not actually good practice, e.g., language isn’t easy enough to 

understand; or presenting blaming, shaming or guilt in a subtle way 
(e.g., “have you thought about how your mum must feel?”)

Counsellors might be bound (depending on the region they’re 
working in) to break confidentiality and report a situation to the 

police



Deployment

Deployed by Child Helpline International 
to train helpline counsellors in Eastern 

Europe

Formal validation in progress



Eva Veldhuizen-Ochodničanová and Róisín Cotton and Charlene Putney and Maggie Brennan and 
Mads Haahr. “The Use of Serious Games in Knowledge- and Skills-based Digital Counselling: 
Applications to Trafficking in Persons in the War in Ukraine.” In Proceedings of the Joint 
Conference on Serious Games (JCSG), Trinity College Dublin, Ireland, 26-27 October 2023.

Forthcoming Paper

https://jcsg2023.scss.tcd.ie
Trinity College Dublin, 26-27 October 2023
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Mads Haahr
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Download Gaming for 
Peace: Kusam here:

https://gap-project.eu
(iOS, Windows, Mac)

https://gap-project.eu/

