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Hi, I’m Chris.  I run Robot Invader.  



I also have this horror game blog.



I started studying horror games because they seemed to be the only genre interested in 
evoking an explicit emotional response.



When I started my research, the popular horror games were all pretty similar to each other.



Enter new space

Map boundaries 
of space

Identify problems 
to solve

Explore space for 
clues / items

Apply to puzzles

Unlock next space

“Classic” Horror Games

Here’s a simple model that describes the general flow of many games.



But horror games have been undergoing a transition lately, one that’s sort of hard to define.



Horror is a thematic genre, but still, there are major differences between these titles.



To understand these differences I think it’s useful to deconstruct the genre, and look at 
where common horror game designs come from: Adventure games.



What I want to talk about today is how horror games have been the primary stewards of 
Adventure DNA for the last decade or so, and how they have spawned new games.
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• Explore an area
• Navigate by typing directions
• Collect items
• Read descriptive text
• Interact by typing action verbs with nouns
• Apply items to objects to solve puzzles
• Solve puzzles to widen explorable area

Colossal Cave Adventure Text Adventure 
Genre





• Explore an area
• Navigate by typing directions
• Navigate by pointing-and-clicking
• Collect items
• Read descriptive text
• Visually inspect scene
• Interact by typing action verbs with nouns
• Interact by pointing-and-clicking on verbs and objects
• Apply items to objects to solve puzzles
• Solve puzzles to widen explorable area

Maniac Mansion Early Graphic 
Adventures



action verbs
inventory
flat 2D perspective



• Explore an area
• Navigate by typing directions
• Navigate by pointing-and-clicking
• Navigate by direct character control
• Collect items
• Read descriptive text
• Visually inspect scene
• Interact by typing action verbs with nouns
• Interact by pointing-and-clicking on verbs and objects
• Interact by moving character to specific locations
• Apply items to objects to solve puzzles
• Solve puzzles to widen explorable area
• Fight enemies via real-time combat

Alone in the Dark Graphic 
Adventure Genre



No hud
3D perspective
real-time combat
direct control



• Explore an area
• Navigate by typing directions
• Navigate by pointing-and-clicking
• Navigate by direct character control
• Collect items
• Read descriptive text
• Visually inspect scene
• Interact by typing action verbs with nouns
• Interact by pointing-and-clicking on verbs and objects
• Interact by moving character to specific locations
• Interact with puzzle-specific interfaces
• Apply items to objects to solve puzzles
• Solve puzzles to widen explorable area
• Fight enemies via real-time combat
• Manage limited resources, inventory space

Resident Evil Survival Horror 
Genre



No hud
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But the survival horror genre itself has gone in several different directions



• Explore an area
• Navigate by typing directions
• Navigate by pointing-and-clicking
• Navigate by direct character control
• Collect items
• Read descriptive text
• Visually inspect scene
• Interact by typing action verbs with nouns
• Interact by pointing-and-clicking on verbs and objects
• Interact by moving character to specific locations
• Interact with puzzle-specific interfaces
• Apply items to objects to solve puzzles
• Solve puzzles to widen explorable area
• Fight enemies via real-time combat
• Manage limited resources, inventory space

Resident Evil 4 Combat Heavy



Silent Hill: Shattered Memories
• Explore an area
• Navigate by typing directions
• Navigate by pointing-and-clicking
• Navigate by direct character control
• Collect items
• Read descriptive text
• Visually inspect scene
• Interact by typing action verbs with nouns
• Interact by pointing-and-clicking on verbs and objects
• Interact by moving character to specific locations
• Interact by investigating objects
• Interact with puzzle-specific interfaces
• Apply items to objects to solve puzzles
• Solve puzzles to widen explorable area
• Fight enemies via real-time combat
• Manage limited resources, inventory space
• Run and hide from danger

Hide & Sneak

Exploratory First 
Person



Gone Home
• Explore an area
• Navigate by typing directions
• Navigate by pointing-and-clicking
• Navigate by direct character control
• Collect items
• Read descriptive text
• Visually inspect scene
• Interact by typing action verbs with nouns
• Interact by pointing-and-clicking on verbs and objects
• Interact by moving character to specific locations
• Interact by investigating objects
• Interact with puzzle-specific interfaces
• Apply items to objects to solve puzzles
• Solve puzzles to widen explorable area
• Fight enemies via real-time combat
• Manage limited resources, inventory space
• Run and hide from danger

Exploratory First 
Person
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Crimson Room
• Explore an area
• Navigate by typing directions
• Navigate by pointing-and-clicking
• Navigate by direct character control
• Collect items
• Read descriptive text
• Visually inspect scene
• Interact by typing action verbs with nouns
• Interact by pointing-and-clicking on verbs and objects
• Interact by moving character to specific locations
• Interact by investigating objects
• Interact with puzzle-specific interfaces
• Apply items to objects to solve puzzles
• Solve puzzles to widen explorable area
• Fight enemies via real-time combat
• Manage limited resources, inventory space
• Run and hide from danger

Room Escape 
Genre





Abyss: The Wraiths of Eden
• Explore an area
• Navigate by typing directions
• Navigate by pointing-and-clicking
• Navigate by direct character control
• Collect items
• Read descriptive text
• Visually inspect scene
• Interact by typing action verbs with nouns
• Interact by pointing-and-clicking on verbs and objects
• Interact by moving character to specific locations
• Interact by investigating objects
• Interact with puzzle-specific interfaces
• Apply items to objects to solve puzzles
• Solve puzzles to widen explorable area
• Fight enemies via real-time combat
• Manage limited resources, inventory space
• Run and hide from danger
• Progress via abstract puzzles (hidden object, domino tiles)

Hidden Object





100 Doors
• Explore an area
• Navigate by typing directions
• Navigate by pointing-and-clicking
• Navigate by direct character control
• Collect items
• Read descriptive text
• Visually inspect scene
• Interact by typing action verbs with nouns
• Interact by pointing-and-clicking on verbs and objects
• Interact by moving character to specific locations
• Interact by investigating objects
• Interact with puzzle-specific interfaces
• Apply items to objects to solve puzzles
• Solve puzzles to widen explorable area
• Fight enemies via real-time combat
• Manage limited resources, inventory space
• Run and hide from danger
• Progress via abstract puzzles (hidden object, domino tiles)

Door Puzzles
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Exploration/Puzzle Loop

Here’s a simple model that describes the general flow of many games.



Quick example using Shadowgate.



Entrance

Very beginning of the game, first thing we do is open the door.



Entrance

Hall

This takes us to a hall.  There’s some narrative here.  Then what?  There are two doors but 
they are both locked!



Entrance

Hall

Nowhere else to go, so we go back to the entrance.  Clicking the skull reveals a key!  A-ha!



Entrance

Hall

Back into the hall...



Entrance

Hall

Passage

The key unlocks the wooden doors and takes us to a passage.



We find a key inside that book that opens the other door in the hall, where we get items, and 
then we can move forward to several other areas from the passage, etc.  The space slowly 
opens up as we collect things and solve puzzles.



Resident Evil is all about recursion.  Progression through the map is a core gameplay 
mechanic.  The map changes as keys are acquired, and eventually the enemies change too.



Enter new space

Problem 1 Problem 2 Problem 3

Activity

Activity

Activity

Activity

Enter new space

Activity

Activity

Problem 4 Problem 5

ActivityActivity Activity

Enter new space

Activity Activity

Although what actually happens is that space gets unlocked before the previous space is 
complete, so the surface area of the problems widens. 



Here’s an early puzzle dependency chart from Grim Fandango.
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Narrative and World Building

Anyway, one of the strengths of this model is that it lends itself to narrative easily.
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Third Era:
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Slow- and fast-paced activities
Touch-driven interface
Significant simplification of core design components
Wider range of topics
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Two-Factor Theory of Emotion

This was dubbed the Two-Factor Theory of Emotion.  It says that the brain can create 
emotions based on external contextual labels and non-obvious physiological reaction.



In 1974 some other psychologists, Donald Dutton and Arthur Aron, did a follow-up 
experiment.  In this one they interviewed men who were crossing foot bridges in Canada.



They used two interviewers: a young man and a young, attractive woman.



They also used two bridges, a solid, safe bridge that was not high off the ground, and a super 
scary suspension bridge over a ravine. 



Safe Bridge

Scary Bridge

In all cases the interviewer asked men passing by to answer some survey questions that were 
secretly designed to measure sexual arousal.  At the end, the interviewer wrote her phone 
number on a slip of paper and handed it to the men just in case they had further questions.



Safe Bridge

Scary Bridge

X X
X O

When the experiment was conducted with the attractive woman on the scary bridge, sexual 
content in the survey answers was high and 50% of the men called back, presumably looking 
for a date.  No other combination of bridge or interviewer produced this concentrated result.



+ =

The psychologists had successfully converted fear into sexual arousal.  They assumed that 
the men were in an elevated physiological state due to the scariness of the bridge, but by 
introducing an attractive woman to them, they caused their brains to misread the elevation as 
sexual arousal.



A difficult game makes you sweat.  It makes you grip the controller harder, makes your heart 
rate increase, causes a release of adrenaline. That’s probably why it feels so good to 
complete a difficult challenge in a game. 
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Decreased dev cost
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Horror games





King’s Quest



Year Walk









Thanks!
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