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1. Which horror game design elements are the most effective at creating fear?
2. Identifying the problem: 
One of the key challenges in horror game design lies in sustaining genuine fear once the player learns the game’s underlying systems and mechanics. However, players may become desensitised when they recognise enemy patterns and scripted events, reducing the effectiveness of these techniques in sustaining fear. This research will investigate the critical relationship between player perception, unpredictability and psychological tension within the interactive horror genre.
Horror games distinguish themselves from other forms of media through their ability to instil fear while simultaneously requiring the player to actively participate in the experience. In a study titled, “The differential effects of agency on fear using a horror-themed video game” Kyle E. Madsen [1], an experimental study was conducted comparing participants who played the game with those who watched the same gameplay. Using three key factors electrodermal activity, respiratory rate and heart rate the study found that the players of the horror game displayed significantly greater increases in EDA, respiratory rate and heart rate than those watching the gameplay, suggesting that player agency may influence physiological responses associated with fear.
Other elements, including sound, environmental design, suspense and unpredictability, may also influence fear, suggesting that it results from the interaction of multiple design techniques. Therefore, this research paper will investigate key horror game design elements and evaluate their effectiveness in creating fear and psychological tension within the player.

3. Aims and Objectives: 
The aim of this project is to investigate which horror game design elements players perceive as most effective at creating fear. A playable demonstration and post-gameplay questionnaires will be used to evaluate players’ responses.
The research will use a practical, questionnaire-based approach. A playable horror game demonstration will be developed using five selected design elements informed by the literature review. Following gameplay, at least 20 participants will complete a questionnaire rating the perceived effectiveness of each element and describing moments that created fear or tension. The responses will be analysed to identify common patterns and determine which elements participants perceive to be the most effective. The findings will then be compared with existing academic research.


4. SMART Objectives: 

1. Game development: Develop a playable 10–20-minute horror game demonstration in Unreal Engine within the allocated development period, incorporating the five selected horror design elements.

2. Player evaluation: Recruit at least 20 participants and collect post-gameplay questionnaire responses evaluating perceived fear and the effectiveness of the five selected design elements.

3. Research and analysis: Analyse the questionnaire results alongside secondary research to identify which elements participants perceive as most effective at creating and sustaining fear.

4. Project completion: Complete the dissertation, game demonstration, evaluation and final presentation within eight months, following a planned schedule of milestones.

5. Why is this project worth doing?
	
Understanding how different horror design elements influence player fear is valuable for game designers, particularly as the horror market continues to evolve. This project may help game designers understand how individual and combined horror design elements can create and sustain fear.

6. Project success criteria:

1. At least 20 completed questionnaires are collected and analysed.

2. The questionnaire results are used to compare participants' perceived effectiveness ratings for the five elements.

3. The findings are discussed in relation to the literature review, including any similarities, differences and limitations.

4. The dissertation and supporting documentation are completed within the eight-month timeframe.

7. Deliverables:
This project aims to deliver the following outcomes:
1. Research dissertation:
A 6,000-word dissertation analysing horror design elements and player fear through primary and secondary research.

2. Horror game demonstration:
A playable horror game demonstration that implements selected design elements identified through research.

3. Player testing and evaluation:
Player testing and questionnaires evaluating perceived fear and the effectiveness of selected design elements.

4. Project documentation:
Documentation detailing the research, Concept development, design process, game development and implementation of the selected horror elements.

5. Final presentation and final product:
A final presentation summarising the findings and demonstrating the completed game.

8. How does the project relate to the written work?

The literature review will inform the design of the horror game demonstration. Questionnaire responses and player feedback will then be analysed alongside existing research to evaluate how effectively the selected elements create fear.


9.Ethical concerns raised by the project:

Obtain informed consent, store research data securely in accordance with GDPR requirements and allow participants to withdraw at any time. Warn participants about potentially distressing horror content and ensure they meet the appropriate age requirements.

10. what has already been done in the field?

Academic studies and psychological studies:
Academic studies have been conducted in the analysis of player fear within video games. For example, Teresa Lynch and Nicole Martins study, Nothing to Fear? [2] An Analysis of College Students' Fear Experiences with Video Games, examined players’ fear and the factors contributing to these responses.
Existing horror games:
Games such as Resident Evil 7 [3], Silent Hill 2 [4] and P.T. [5] use lighting, sound, environmental design and enemy behaviour to create tension. Analysing these examples alongside academic research will inform the design of my demonstration.



Research gap:
Although previous research has investigated player fear and individual horror game design techniques, further investigation is needed into how players perceive the effectiveness of different design elements within an interactive horror experience. This project will explore five key elements: atmosphere and environmental design, sound design, player vulnerability, unpredictability and enemy design. Through a playable horror game demonstration and post-gameplay questionnaires, the research will investigate which elements players identify as most effective at creating fear and psychological tension, and how these elements contribute to maintaining fear throughout the experience.
11. Topic Familiarity 
I have a strong familiarity with horror games and their fear-inducing techniques. My experience in game development, 3D modelling and sound design will support the development of the practical demonstration.
12. Literature review selection
The following papers have been selected for the literature review

Kyle E. Madsen — “The Differential Effects of Agency on Fear Using a Horror-Themed Video Game” (2016) [1] 
Guillaume Roux-Girard — “Listening to Fear: A Study of Sound in Horror Computer Games” (2011) [6]
Mark Grimshaw — “The Audio Uncanny Valley: Sound, Fear and the Horror Game” [7]
“Joyful Adventures and Frightening Places – Designing Emotion-Inducing Virtual Environments” (2022) [8]
Garner, T., Grimshaw, M. and Abdel Nabi, D. — A Preliminary Experiment to Assess the Fear Value of Preselected Sound Parameters in a Survival Horror Game [9]
Chasing the Rush: How Horror Games Trigger Adrenaline and Fuel Fear-Inducing Elements (2025) [10]
Towards the Design of Affective Survival Horror Games: An Investigation on Player Affect (2013) [11]



13. Selection of concepts

Atmosphere and environmental design
Sound design
Player vulnerability 
Unpredictability 
Enemy design 
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