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Who we are

The Challenge

The Allegheny Family Court and Department of Human 
Services partnered with the Carnegie Mellon Design 
School to develop a visual communication system 
intended to improve the Family Court experience, 
with special considerations around reducing trauma.

Allegheny Family Court serves more than 120,000 Pittsburgh 
residents each year and a majority of those individuals have 
experienced trauma. Trauma manifests through emotion and can 
be re-triggered by smells, sounds or visual cues that elicit upsetting 
feelings or problematic behavior. The current Allegheny Family Court 
processes and services do not recognize and respond to the effects 
trauma, creating a potentially harmful environment for families. 

We took a research-centered approach to improving the family court 
experience. Below are the key findings that guided our trauma-
informed solution:

ACE Definition 
A study by the Center for Disease Control defines Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACE) as potentially traumatic events that can have 
negative, lasting effects on health and well-being. These experiences 
range from physical, emotional, or sexual abuse to parental divorce 
or the incarceration of a parent or guardian.

Effects 
A person’s cumulative ACEs have a strong, graded relationship to 
numerous health, social, and behavioral problems throughout their 
lifespan, including substance use disorders.

Trauma-Informed Care
Six principles are recommend to serve people with trauma: safety; 
trustworthiness and transparency; peer support; collaboration and 
mutuality; empowerment; sensitivity to cultural, historical and gender 
issues. 

Trauma Research

Adverse Childhood Experiences

Social, Emotional & Cognitive Impairment

Adoption of Health-Risk Behavior

Disease, Disability 
& Social Problems

Early Death

ACE effects of family 
court visitors
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Recieiving court notice Traveling to court Checking-in Waiting for your hearing 
(Beginning)

In the courtroom Leaving the courthouse Waiting for your hearing 
(Before being called)

Being called for your hearing

User Insights

Traveling 
to court

Checking-in Waiting Hearing Leaving

85% of time of the court 
experience is spent checking-in 
and waiting for a hearing

Average time 
between hearings isAverage wait time is

9 MINS5 HRS
“I skip check-in 
because the line is so 
long, the location is 
inconvenient.”

“I don’t stay in 
the same place 
too long, I have 
to move around 
because it’s so 
boring. You’ve 
got to come 
prepared.”

Allegheny Family Court Action Plan_12/15.indd   4-5 12/15/17   7:56 AM



Intended Audience

Our Approach Solution: Court Connect

Opportunity

Teens and adults.

Our target audience is what some in our 
interviews called the “missing middle”: 
teens. These are the individuals who have 
some of the most stressors and negative 
stimuli while at court. The missing middle is 
primarily teenagers and young adults.  

Our research shows that nearly all of the 2,363 
youth who visited Allegheny Family Court in 
2016 have experienced at least one ACE. Case 
information also indicates that the majority of 
adults who visit court have experienced ACEs 
earlier in life. 
Visitors are spending 85 percent of their time 
checking-in, waiting and wayfinding when 
inside the Allegheny Family Courthouse. While 
there is a lot that could be done, a visitor 
notification system and community-informed 
redesign will be the most effective and impactful 
for teens and adults who have experienced 
trauma. Our solution focuses on providing 2 
of the 6 principles of trauma-informed service, 
including trustworthiness & transparency and 
empowerment.

By adopting this approach, the Allegheny Family 
Court has an opportunity to reduces ACE 
triggers for teens and adults which will decrease 
negative mental, physical and emotional impacts 
for an individual throughout their lifetime.

75 - 100% of 
visitors have 
experieced 
trauma

52% of the 
people using 
the courthouse 
are under 18

Digital
Court Connect is a digital notification system that provides greater 
transparency between visitors and Allegheny Family Court. Apon first 
court notice, visitors will be sent text message reminders that provide the 
time, date and location of their hearing. Through automated reminders 
and simple response options, visitors can more felxibly check-in, wait and 
navigate the court experience. The Court Connect notification system 
is designed to increase the number of meaningful touchpoints between 
Allegheny Family Court and visitors in order to reduce triggers of trauma.  

Physical
Building a strong community is important to prevent and ease the effects 
of trauma. Through co-creation with users of the Allegheny Court, we 
developed recommendations around waiting room updates and wayfinding 
signage. By naming the waiting rooms and courtrooms Pittsburgh sports 
teams and landmarks, the Allegheny Family Court staff can capitalize on 
the local community’s history, assets and culture. 

By integrating Court Connect’s digital and physical system, Allegheny 
Family Court can create a space that promote satisfaction, health and well 
being.
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Phase 1 - Notify and Calm

Implement text-based notification reminders 
Provide a whiteboard for scheduling in each waiting room
Remove informal signage 
Move check-in desk next to main rotunda

Phase 2 - Community Informed Redesign

Build private collaboration spaces for families, lawyers and caseworkers
Repaint walls according to recommended color palette 
Install courtroom and waiting room name plaques 
Create courtroom door wraps
Integrate teen recommendations in waiting rooms

Phase 3 - Integrate Court Connect System

Install waiting room notification screen
Integrate check-in processes with notification system
Connect check-in data with tipstaff 
Give tipstaff access to update judge status

3 Phase Implimentation

Style Guide

81B8A1

D1D183

747475

D5D5D5

10395E

81B8A1

212121

Teens and adult 
visitors of the 
court identified 
opportunities of 
improvement in 
the waiting rooms
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