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Introduction
This report evaluates my role as a level designer and concept artist in the development of a group project called ‘Sect’
Sect is a survival horror game centred around themes of tension and vulnerability through the implementation of a sanity system created collaboratively. The gameplay is designed around this mechanic with pills and enemy encounters acting as methods of gaining and losing sanity. The game also incorporates exploration, hiding and limited resources to encourage combat avoidance. 
My responsibilities included designing the ward room, weapons, items, puzzles and producing concept art for the game.
Game Overview
The game designed for this project was a survival horror game centred around a sanity system created collaboratively. This mechanic directly affects the player’s perception of the environment depending on their current sanity level for example if the player’s sanity is high, the environments would appear clean however if the player’s sanity was low, the environment changes drastically with rooms appearing darker, bloodstained and visually distorted.
 The core gameplay loop focuses on survival, exploration, combat avoidance and puzzle solving while navigating hostile environments. Enemies apply different forms of pressure through sanity reduction, direct damage and stalking mechanics to create gameplay variety and tension.
Puzzle solving is another major element in our game. Players must search the environment for keys, fuses and fuse boxes, and important notes to solve combination and dial locks while avoiding enemies and managing limited resources. Resource management was intentionally designed to encourage strategic decision-making by limiting the availability of healing and sanity restoring items. This forces the player to carefully consider when resources should be used rather than relying on combat.
The target audience for the game is players aged 16-30 who enjoy survival horror and narrative driven experiences focused on exploration, tension, puzzle solving and atmosphere. This audience was identified through research that was taken by our group into survival horror communities. Research showed that many players enjoy the feeling of adrenaline through hiding, surviving and uncertainty allowing them to experience fear in a controlled environment. Additionally, the problem-solving elements commonly found in survival horror were a major element in player engagement.
The overall design of the game reflects this audience through the use of dark environments, environmental storytelling, exploration-based progression and limited resources. Fully explorable areas encourage player curiosity, while environmental details communicate narrative information without directly explaining events. These design choices were intended to create a suspenseful and immersive atmosphere consistent with traditional survival horror games such as Silent Hill 2 and Resident Evil 2.[4][5]

Role and contribution
My role within the team was focused on designing the ward room, weapons, items and puzzles, where I was responsible for modelling the ward and all of the assets inside including layout, shaping and environmental storytelling elements. [image: ]
I designed and modelled several weapons based on pre-discussed ideas including a crutch, pipe, gun and a cult knife based on improvised survival horror weapon design and concept art created by myself.
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The process for creating these weapons began with the production of moodboards and concept art followed by modelling and texturing. 
Another one of my responsibilities was modelling and texturing items such as the pill bottle, the med kit, the health drink and lighter. I made these to fit the aesthetic of the game and be easily recognisable to the player basing them on real-world items.
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Another one of my responsibilities was creating all of the in-game puzzles. I created several puzzle assets including keys, locks and fuse systems.
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Puzzles involving keys, locks and fuse systems were designed to encourage exploration, environmental interaction and slow progression, inspired by traditional horror games such as Resident Evil 2.[4]

I also helped my group with things that wouldn’t have been completed in time such as the texturing of the cultist and main character and placing the cameras around the map. For the cultist and player, I used the same model that Elodie made but applied textures and for the cultists I created a cloak so that the two could be distinguished even easier.[image: ][image: ]
Cultist and main character models
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I implemented the camera system created by Jared throughout the map using area triggers and pre-planned placements. Research into Resident Evil 2 [4] influenced these placements as its fixed camera angles effectively create suspense.
Design and theming choices 
The environment was designed using traditional survival horror aspects including dark lighting, environmental decay and confined spaces to instil feelings of vulnerability and unease. Research into survival horror games such as Murder House showed how disturbing and claustrophobic environments were used to increase player anxiety and immersion.[6][9]. These findings influenced the overall atmosphere of the ward room and the project as a whole.
 The environmental storytelling was impacted by research into Brookhaven hospital from Silent Hill 2 [5]. Rather than relying on directly telling the player narrative information was conveyed through visual details such as mould-covered walls, blood splatters and abandoned equipment. Players are encouraged to explore the environments and draw their own conclusions which heightens the eerie atmosphere.
Weapons and items were all based on real-world counterparts to maintain realism and immersion. Research into these objects and how they acted was taken to ensure these objects felt believable within the environment. I also researched survival horror games such as Murder House which used improvised weapons that made the player feel more vulnerable compared to traditional action-based weapon systems like Dead Space which empowers the player through advanced weaponry. [6][7] However, additional weapon progression was considered as a potential future if development continued further.
Limited resources were intentionally designed to encourage cautious gameplay and reinforce tension. Research into survival horror player behaviour showed that limited resources created a more anxiety-inducing game, as having too many resources made the player less scared and more inclined to fight. This aspect also forces the player to consider risk and reward, forcing players to decide whether encounters are worth the loss of resources. I researched into this theory by using [9] Bernard Perrons book on horror video games specifically the section on how limited recourses enforce fear within the player.
Enemy designs were created to apply different forms of pressure throughout gameplay. For example, the smiling woman functions as a stalking enemy designed to create tension throughout the whole game adding unpredictable gameplay. Other enemies apply different forms of pressure through sanity reduction, large numbers or direct damage helping create variety in gameplay.

Research process
Research sources 
To support my work as a level designer, I used a range of academic and industry sources to improve my understanding of environmental storytelling and player engagement within survival horror games. Academic research helped me understand how level design influences player behaviour and emotion. For example, [1] Video Game Level Design by Micheal Salmond helped me understand how visual elements can attract player attention and guide exploration naturally. I applied this through object placement and visual guidance.
I also used [2] An Architectural Approach to Level Design by Christoper W. Totten to research player navigation techniques. This research helped influence the use of blood splatters, mould and environmental decay within my level to communicate narrative information without direct dialogue. These elements helped reinforce that the area was abandoned but not completely empty.
 Industry research was equally important, as analysing existing survival horror games provided practical examples of effective environmental storytelling and atmosphere design. I studied locations such as Silent Hill 2’s Brookhaven Hospital and locations from Murder House to analyse how the lighting, environmental detail and spatial design create tension and immersion.[5][6]
Methods of research
My methods of research included gameplay analysis, online videos, visual references and experimentation. Analysing games such as Silent Hill 2 and Resident Evil helped identify key design techniques including environmental storytelling, atmospheric lighting and pacing.[3][5]
I also improved my technical skills by following online tutorials on specific lighting techniques within Unreal Engine [8]. This self-directed learning helped me develop a stronger understanding of atmospheric lighting, colour contrast and shadow placement allowing me to create a more tense environment within my own level design.
Experimentation also formed an important part of my research process. Testing different environmental details, lighting setups and prop placements allowed me to evaluate how effectively the environment communicated tension and guided player attention. This iterative process helped me refine the atmosphere and improve the overall environmental storytelling of the level.

Games design and theory 
One important game design theory that was applied throughout the project was the MDA framework which stands for mechanics, dynamics and aesthetics [10]. The games mechanics include the limited resources, enemy encounters and sanity system. These were designed to influence the player’s behaviour by encouraging cautious exploration. These mechanics created feelings of unease and vulnerability which were the intended aesthetics of the game. 
Environmental storytelling was another key design principle that we used within the development of our game [2]. Rather than relying heavily on dialogue or cutscenes, narrative information was presented through environmental details such as blood splatters, mould or abandoned equipment. This encouraged player interpretation while reinforcing the psychological horror themes of the game.
The project also considered flow theory by balancing challenge and exploration carefully throughout gameplay [11]. Enemy encounters and resource scarcity were created to add tension without overwhelming the player, helping maintain engagement while keeping the slower pacing observed in traditional survival horror games. 



Evaluation of my work
Overall, I believe my work was effective in supporting the survival horror genre of games. My contributions, including the ward room, weapons, items, puzzles and environmental storytelling helped me reinforce themes of anxiety and vulnerability throughout the game.
The research conducted supported my outcomes as analysing games such as Silent Hill 2 and Murder House improved my understanding of atmosphere, environmental storytelling and lighting which directly impacted my level design decisions.[5][6]
One aspect that went well was the consistency in my intended design and the final outcome such as the dark lighting, environmental decay and limited resources created the tense atmosphere the group originally planned. However, due to time limitations and the ps1 aesthetic, some assets lacked additional polish and environmental interaction was more limited than intended. If development continued, I would improve the detail and interactivity of my environment to further the traditional survival horror aspect.

Reflection on research and teamwork
For my research, I used gameplay analysis, video tutorials, visual references, experimentation and academic books. I feel as if a lot of these methods worked exceptionally well however, some didn’t help me as much such as I used gameplay analysis by playing and taking notes on Murder House which helped me further develop my skills in environmental storytelling and player flow [6]. However, some academic sources were less useful practically as they focused more on theory than direct level design application.
Gameplay analysis proved more valuable than academic research because observing practical elements in existing horror games provided an easy basis that I could directly apply.
The team communicated through Discord, shared OneDrive folders and classroom meetings to organise assets, review progress and maintain stylistic consistency. Asset sharing and iterative feedback improved workflow and supported consistent environment design throughout the project.
The research we individually conducted also contributed to the team as a whole for example I used Murder House as a gameplay analysis whereas Zach played Dead Space therefore, we were able to bring different views into perspective while designing the game.[6][7]
However, some elements of the teamwork could be improved, particularly the testing of our game. Due to our time frame, we were more focused on getting a working product than having play testers therefore, some aspects of the game could be lacking from an outsider’s perspective. Additionally, the workload distribution could be improved as multiple responsibilities were decided close to the deadline such as the character texturing and the camera placement were left upon me to complete otherwise, they might not have been completed. This reduced my available time to polish my other assets.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the development of Sect allowed me to develop a multitude of skills in level and item design, environmental storytelling, modelling and collaborative game development. Through research into survival horror games, academic resources and practical experimentation I gained a stronger understanding of how atmosphere, mechanics and visual design help to create an immersive experience. The skill that improved the most was my environmental storytelling as I researched heavily into this aspect to ensure it was conveyed within my room. The most valuable research method I used was gameplay analysis as it helped keep me focused on a genre I enjoyed and was able to keep clear and concise notes. One thing that I would do differently in future projects is clearly set out tasks from the start of development therefore, no one person has a higher workload than the other focusing on specific strengths to each section.
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