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The Art of Deception in Horror Games

The Problem to be Investigated:
The topic I have chosen for my independent project is the use of deception in the narrative of horror games – specifically where the narrative is crafted to intentionally deceive or lie to the player. 
This kind of narrative trope, when done successfully, provides an unforgettable experience for players, and often propels games that feature it to legendary status.
Specific games that I will be studying include Silent Hill 2 [1], Bioshock [2], Silver Pines [3], and Resident Evil: Village [4].
These games all have one thing in common, and that is the fact that they all feature some form of deception in the narrative. It is either presented through the mechanics in the game explaining away the player’s questions of realism through ‘video game logic’ (Resident Evil: Village), by the game’s protagonist being an unreliable narrator (Silent Hill 2, Silver Pines), or other characters in the game intentionally and directly lying to the protagonist and subsequently, the player themselves (Bioshock).
As well as my report, I intend to produce a vertical slice/demo of a survival horror game of my own design – both aspects of my independent project will work in tandem, with my report focusing on narrative design, and my practical project focusing on environment design, mechanics and the creation of a suitable ‘horror’ atmosphere. This will be achieved by using Autodesk Maya, Adobe Substance Painter, and Unreal Engine 5.

Deliverables:
By the end of the project, I will deliver a 6000-word report detailing and discussing my findings when researching my chosen topic, with relevant academic research and field research.
As well as the report, I will deliver a practical project consisting of a vertical slice/demo of a functioning horror game of my own creation – in this I will focus on showcasing my environment design skills built over the course of my time as a student.

My Aims:
My aims for the report:
· To achieve a fuller understanding as to why this narrative trope, when implemented successfully, provides players with a unique experience and exacerbates the horror.
· To gain insight in to how a truly gripping narrative of this nature is brought to life through the study of relevant literature.
· To define the feelings that narratives of this nature provide to players by gathering information using questionnaires completed by willing peers.
My aims for the practical project:
· To demonstrate my understanding of creating an atmospheric survival horror game with a focus placed on environment design.
· To demonstrate the skills that I have learned and improved upon over the course of my time in university.
· To create a functioning vertical slice/demo of a survival horror game of my own design featuring mechanics expected in a game of this genre.




SMART Objectives:
Specific – To understand the implementation and execution of narrative deception in the ways detailed above, as well as create a working vertical slice of an original horror game.
Measurable – Time spent on this project will be measured using a Gannt chart, and information relevant to the objective of the project will be gathered and measured using surveys/questionnaires surrounding the subject matter of the report itself, as well as periodic playtests of the vertical slice/game I create.
Achievable – By using all relevant information that is available, such as academic literature and published books, as well as the opinions and feelings of real-life players, my goal is realistically achievable for both the report and practical project.
Relevant – The goals of this project are very relevant to the BA Computer Games Design course, as I will be studying specific narrative conventions in the horror genre, as well as producing an original game idea built using the software I have learned to use, providing a culmination of the skills I have built upon over the duration of my University course.
Timely – The report will be completed by Monday 26th of April 2027, and the vertical slice/game demo will be completed by Thursday 6th of May 2027. My time will be strictly measured using a Gannt chart, and my progress will be measured weekly through meetings with my project supervisor.

Success Criteria:
For this project to be considered a success, I need to achieve the following:
· Reach a defined conclusion as to why horror games with deceptive narratives resonate so well with players by discussing and breaking down literary and questionnaire/survey-based research.
· Create a functioning vertical slice/game demo that achieves an accurate survival horror atmosphere through impactful environment design, the implementation of expected mechanics and sound design.

Topic Familiarity:
Both sides of this project cover the genre of game that I find most compelling: Horror. All the games I have chosen to discuss are ones that I am extremely familiar with, which will very much be of aid in my discussions.
Existing Projects in the Field:
There are several existing pieces of academic literature that are written about a similar topic, however none that discuss all the specific games that I have chosen to focus on – this is what will make my project unique.
My final game demo will be inspired by survival horror’s greats (the Resident Evil and Silent Hill franchises being the best examples); however, I will strive to make my game unique.
Literature Review:
I have identified 4 literary sources that will aid me in creating my report:
· ‘The Rhetoric of Fiction’ (1961) – Wayne C. Booth [5]. This author coined the term ‘unreliable narrator’ and goes into detail about what exactly it means. I will use this book when talking about the unreliable narratives of ‘Silent Hill 2’ and ‘Silver Pines’.
· “Is This Really Happening?”: ‘Game Mechanics as Unreliable Narrator’ – Curie Roe and Alex Mitchell [6]. This academic paper discusses the use of game mechanics as a tool to push the ‘unreliable narrator’ narrative. I will use this paper when discussing ‘Resident Evil: Village’.
· ‘Interpretations of Control and Freedom in Bioshock’ – Adam Ruch [7]. This academic paper discusses the illusion of choice and the parallels with consumerism in ‘Bioshock’. This will be extremely useful in my discussion of this game.
· ‘Players' Perception in Video Games with Horror Narrative: Analysis of the Audiovisual Features in Resident Evil’ - Renzo Marcos Huaman, Arnau Gifreu-Castells and Yasmin Sayan-Casquino [8]. An academic paper focusing on how audiovisual elements in horror games enhance player immersion. I will use this paper when discussing all 4 of my chosen games, especially ‘Silent Hill 2’ as it features prominent audiovisual hallucinations that exacerbate the narrative.
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