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Horror games have been a mainstay of the gaming industry for decades, evolving from 

simple pixel-based experiences to complex immersive narratives enhanced by virtual 

reality. This study aims to analyze the evolution of horror games and understand the 

impact of various game design elements on the player experience. 

How has the horror game genre evolved over time? What game design elements contribute 

to the creation of impactful horror experiences? This paper attempts to explore the 

different stages of horror game development through a systematic literature review and 

player feedback analysis. 

The results show that horror games have undergone a significant transformation to become 

more diverse and immersive as technology has advanced. Game mechanics such as limited 

resources, environmental narratives, and unpredictable threats play a vital role in 

maintaining tension and fear. Removing these elements or oversimplifying game 

mechanics can negatively affect the player experience and reduce the expected horror 

effect.  
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SYMBOLS AND ABBREVIATIONS  

VR Virtual Reality. An immersive technology that allows players to enter virtual 

worlds using head-mounted devices and motion controllers, offering 

interactive gameplay. 

AR Augmented Reality. A technology that overlays virtual elements onto the real 

world, commonly used in mobile games like Pokemon Go. 

FNAF Five Nights at Freddy's. A horror game series known for its jump scares and 

psychological horror elements. 

AI Artificial Intelligence. Algorithms or technologies used in games to control 

enemies, or other dynamic behaviors. 

RPG Role-Playing Game. A game genre where players assume the roles of specific 

characters and complete quests, e.g., Final Fantasy. 

FC Family Computer. A home gaming console released by Nintendo in 1983, 

known as the NES (Nintendo Entertainment System) in Western markets. 

SFC Super Family Computer. A home gaming console released by Nintendo in 

1990, referred to as the SNES (Super Nintendo Entertainment System) in 

Western markets. 

PS PlayStation. A series of gaming consoles developed by Sony, with the first 

model released in 1994, followed by subsequent upgrades. 

3DO A multimedia entertainment platform primarily used for gaming. It was 

discontinued due to high costs and a limited game library. 

CD Compact Disc. A widely used storage medium for games, especially on early 

gaming consoles like the PlayStation. 

CG Computer Graphics. Visuals or animations generated by computers, often 

used in cutscenes or to enhance game visuals. 
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1  Introduction 

Since their inception, horror games have captivated countless players with their unique sense 

of fear, suspense, and interactive storytelling. Starting with the first horror game, Haunted 

House in 1982, this genre has steadily grown, producing classics like Silent Hill and Resident 

Evil. These games have successfully drawn in and frightened players through elements such 

as jump scares, tense atmospheres, and psychological horror. 

The development of horror games can be divided into distinct phases, each reflecting 

advancements in technology and shifts in design philosophy. Early horror games were 

characterized by pixelated graphics and simple mechanics, while modern horror games have 

incorporated advanced 3D graphics, realistic sound design, and immersive technologies like 

virtual reality. These changes have allowed horror games to present more complex narratives 

and player-driven experiences, greatly enhancing their emotional impact (Perron, 2018). 

Horror games are more than just a form of entertainment; they fulfill specific emotional 

needs for players. Psychological studies suggest that experiencing fear in a controlled 

environment can help players confront and process negative emotions, resulting in positive 

effects. However, the success of a horror game largely depends on its gameplay mechanics 

and design choices. If a game focuses too heavily on action elements or relies too much on 

predictable jump scares, it may weaken player immersion and the overall experience 

(Kirchhofer, 2017). 

This thesis will explore the evolution of horror games, analyse how they meet players' 

emotional needs, and examine which design elements might reduce the horror experience. 

The goal is to identify key design factors that contribute to creating an outstanding horror 

experience. 

1.1  Background 

Since the first horror games appeared in the 1980s, the form of gaming has evolved from 

early pixelated adventure games to today's highly 3D-rendered experiences. Horror games, 

as a unique genre, have also gained a significant following worldwide. 
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The evolution of horror games is part of the history of video games. From 2D to 3D, from 

sandbox environments to open-worlds, to the introduction of VR and AR technologies, and 

the development of game design concepts, players can more easily experience intense 

emotions that fulfill their need for thrills (Lin, 2017). 

Scholars have long debated the impact of horror games on societal violence and crime. Some 

argue that violent elements in games may encourage social violence, while other studies 

suggest that virtual violence can provide an outlet for potential conflicts, thereby reducing 

real-world violent incidents. Psychological studies also indicate that horror games can 

positively satisfy players' emotional needs (Igartzábal, Debus & Maughan, 2019). 

With the interactive capabilities enabled by modern technology, horror games provide a 

more immersive experience than traditional horror entertainment such as novels, comics, or 

movies. Various gameplay mechanics have emerged, including survival horror, 

psychological horror, and interactive storytelling (Lin, Wu & Tao, 2017). 

However, just as video game cannot ignore innovation, the increase in high-quality horror 

games has led to a rise in players' tolerance for fear, making aesthetic fatigue a challenge. 

Today, as horror games remain an integral part of the video game landscape, both large game 

studios with high production values and indie developers focused on creativity are exploring 

new directions for horror gaming. 

1.2  Research purpose 

Horror, as a subconscious human need, has accompanied humanity throughout history. As 

our need for excitement continues to be satisfied, we seek ever more thrilling experiences 

(Kirchhofer, 2017). With the flourishing development of modern video games, a wide 

variety of horror games are released each year. Among them are some excellent titles that 

have received media praise or are fondly remembered by players. However, there are also 

many less satisfying games, which may be sequels to well-known franchises or highly 

anticipated new IPs, but have been criticized by players as lacking creativity, being 

insufficiently scary, or having boring storylines. 

The purpose of this thesis is to analyse how horror games have become a genre beloved by 

players. It will focus on how horror games satisfy players' emotional needs, what game 
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design elements may diminish the player experience in horror games, and whether we 

should make efforts to avoid them. 

1.3  Research question 

This thesis aims to answer the following questions: 

1. How have the types of horror games evolved? 

2. How do horror games satisfy players' emotional needs? 

3. Which horror game designs can diminish the player experience?  
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2  Related work 

This chapter covers the introduction of horror games, the social evaluation of horror games, 

over-corrected gameplay in horror games, and related research. 

2.1  Introduction of horror game 

Horror games are a type of video game designed to evoke fear and tension in players through 

specific visual, audio, and situational elements. These games typically feature eerie 

environments, unpredictable enemies, scarce resources, and an oppressive atmosphere, 

allowing players to experience an immersive sense of fear in a virtual space (Legless, 2020). 

Early horror games relied primarily on simple jump scares, but with advances in technology, 

horror games have evolved into complex psychological and survival challenges, 

incorporating deep storylines, rich character development, and advanced graphics and audio 

effects, further enhancing the immersive horror experience. Modern horror games even 

utilize technologies like virtual reality and artificial intelligence to make fear feel more real 

(Perron, 2018). Whether it's classic survival horror or psychological horror games, the 

common goal of these genres is to provide players with an intense emotional experience, 

driving them to explore the unknown through tension and thrill. 

Since the 1980s, a wide variety of unique horror games have emerged over the past four 

decades. Starting from the earliest recorded horror games on Metacritic, until 2023, the 

number of horror games released each year in the last decade has been substantial. 
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In the 2010s, with the widespread adoption of the internet, further development of 3D 

technology, and the introduction of VR technology, the annual release of horror games saw 

explosive growth. This growth began to stabilize in the early 2020s. 

2.2  Social evaluation of horror games 

Most early horror games were adaptations of horror movies. At that time, due to the lack of 

a rating system, it was easy for teenagers to be exposed to the graphic violence or implied 

content in these games, leading to negative social perceptions and complaints from parents. 

The resulting public controversies also had an adverse impact on the reputation of gaming 

consoles. 

In 1994, the establishment of the Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB) marked the 

beginning of formal regulation of video game content, especially for games containing 

graphic violence and adult content. For horror games, the rating system is particularly 

important because they often involve more violence, gore, and psychological horror 

elements (Laczniak, Carlson & Brocato, 2017). With the rating system in place, game 

developers can explore horror themes without excessive censorship, while players can use 

the ratings to determine whether a game is suitable for themselves or family members. For 

Table 1: Number of Survival Games Released Per Year (1993-2023) 
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example, a horror game rated "Mature" (M) clearly indicates to parents that it contains 

content that may be inappropriate for children. 

The debate over whether violent elements in games have a negative impact on players has 

been ongoing (Tomé, Pires, Jiskrová, Saial, & Campos, 2024). Following the Parkland 

shooting in the United States in 2018, video games were suggested as one of the contributing 

factors. However, some studies have pointed out that, over the past 20 years, psychological 

science has gradually lowered the evidentiary standards linking games and aggression, as a 

defensive reaction to protect the perceived value of psychological science itself (Igartzábal, 

Debus & Maughan, 2019). 

 

 

Multiple pieces of evidence suggest that the impact of video game violence on social 

violence is increasingly lacking support. According to the Journal of Communication, 

Volume 65, 2015, there is an inverse relationship between violent video game sales and the 

incidence of violent events among teenagers. A report by the United States Secret Service 

also pointed out that school shooters often consume less violent media than what is expected 

for males in their age group (USSS, 2004). Cross-country comparisons reveal that countries 

with high video game consumption tend to have low violent crime rates; for instance, Japan 

and the Netherlands are among the countries with the lowest violent crime rates. Removing 

video game research from the context of negative impacts and cultural criticism would 

benefit the objectivity of such research (Igartzábal, Debus & Maughan, 2019). 

Table 2: Statistics on Juvenile Court in the United States (2011-2021) 
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2.3  Introduction of overcorrecting gameplay 

Horror games have experienced two notable instances of overcorrection. Following the 

success of Resident Evil 4 in blending action with horror, designers began emphasizing 

combat as a key feature in horror games, as seen in titles like Dead Space and The Evil 

Within (Bycer, 2024). A prominent example is the sequel "Resident Evil 6," which was 

criticized by players for its heavy focus on action elements, leading some to jest that it 

resembled a shooting game. In response, Capcom emphasized a return to horror in the 

promotion of its subsequent installment Resident Evil 7. 

 

 

Another instance is the complete rejection of combat in horror games. The designer of 

Amnesia: The Dark Descent mentioned in an interview that they wanted to eliminate combat 

elements from horror games because it would detract from the experience (Douglas, 2011). 

After this, more games without combat systems emerged, such as FNAF and Outlast. 

In these two very different game styles, from an action standpoint, the more often players 

are allowed to engage in combat with enemies, the less fear they feel, as they realize that the 

game is not truly terrifying. On the other hand, although games without combat systems are 

more popular among horror game players, the absence of combat and direct interaction with 

enemies can bring different issues. Players are either safe or dead, and their sense of fear is 

replaced by frustration from repeated failures and a "waiting for death" mentality. From a 

gameplay perspective, it shifts from directly confronting enemies to dealing with enemy AI 

(Bycer, 2024). 

Figure 1: Negative review from Resident Evil 6 
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2.4  Related previous research 

There is limited direct research on the impact of horror game mechanics on player experience, 

but some related studies have examined horror game mechanics, player immersion, and the 

appeal of fear in video games. 

Figure 2: Negative review from Outlast 
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Perron (2018) studied the development of horror video games, covering classic games from 

*Haunted House* to *Silent Hill* and *Resident Evil*, showing how game mechanics and 

visual styles evolved to enhance the horror atmosphere and player immersion. 

Kirchhofer (2017) explored why players are drawn to horror games, analyzing their 

psychological responses when facing frightening experiences. The study discussed various 

theories, focusing on game design elements that evoke fear and excitement. 

Alvarez Igarzábal, Debus, and Maughan (2019) investigated the relationship between violent 

content in horror games and players' attitudes towards violence. They combined perspectives 

from digital media and psychology to discuss how violence in games affects player attitudes 

and behaviors. 

Habel and Kooyman (2013) introduced the concept of "manipulative mechanics" in survival 

horror games, using *Dead Space* as an example to demonstrate how control mechanisms 

influence players' feelings of fear and immersion. The study found that restricting player 

control can enhance feelings of helplessness and vulnerability. 

Andersen, Schjoedt, and Clasen (2022) conducted research on recreational fear experiences, 

such as haunted houses, to understand the balance between fear and enjoyment. They found 

that the "inverted-U relationship" between fear and pleasure can be applied to horror game 

design, where moderate fear enhances player satisfaction. 

Darren McKettrick (2014) examined the psychological impact of horror games on players, 

analysing the key elements that create a sense of fear. Several factors, such as sound effects 

and setting, interact to create a terrifying experience. The study found that *Silent Hill 3* is 

considered one of the most atmospheric horror games due to its strong emotional reactions 

and suspenseful setup. 

Christopher and Leuszler (2022) studied the "active-passive" controversy in horror games, 

investigating whether active gameplay is more emotionally impactful than passive media 

like films. They analysed how different game mechanics affect player identity and 

immersion. 

Lin, Wu, and Tao (2022) studied self-efficacy in VR horror games, finding that players with 

higher self-efficacy enjoyed VR horror experiences more. The study suggests that balancing 

fear with a sense of player control can enhance the overall gaming experience. 
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Stobbart (2019) focused on narrative techniques in horror games, examining how elements 

such as character deaths and monster encounters create tension and fear. The study viewed 

horror video games as a unique narrative medium that combines interactive storytelling with 

traditional horror elements. 

3  Research method 

To achieve the goal of answering the research questions in this thesis, a systematic literature 

review was conducted to gain an in-depth understanding of the evolution of development 

and gaming. To answer research question Q3, the research method chosen was a survey 

questionnaire. Research questions Q1 and Q2 were addressed based on the results of a 

systematic literature review on the evolution of horror games. 

3.1  Questionnaire 

To explore the specific impact of different gameplay designs on player experiences in horror 

games, this study designed a questionnaire. The aim of the questionnaire is to discover 

players' preferences, dissatisfaction, and suggestions regarding horror game design through 

quantitative analysis. 

The questionnaire can be accessed via a link or QR code, and the prerequisite for 

participation is prior experience with horror games. The questionnaire consists of 10 

questions, including 4 multiple-choice questions, 4 questions allowing multiple selections, 

one optional open-ended question, and an optional section for additional comments. The 

questions address players' least favorite types, elements, character settings, gameplay, 

narrative styles, visual presentations, and background settings in horror games. The results 

will focus on analysing the item with the highest selection rate. 
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4  Results 

4.1  Main results 

The questionnaire was conducted from October 21, 2024, to October 28, 2024. A total of 

106 people completed the questionnaire. 

1. Which type of horror games do you dislike the most?     

A Survival Horror   35 33.02% 

B Psychological Horror 43 40.57% 

C Action Horror 16 15.09% 

D Adventure Horror 12 11.32% 

 

2. In horror games, which element do you dislike encountering the most?    

A Sudden jump scares 41 38.68% 

B Horror sound 20 18.87% 

C Overly complex puzzles 37 34.91% 

D Time limit escape 8 7.55% 

 

3. Which gameplay do you think most impacts your horror game experience?    

A Complex operations 17 16.04% 

B Unguided free exploration 37 34.91% 

C Frequent death 43 40.57% 

D Linear progression 9 8.49% 

 

4. In horror games, which type of character design do you dislike the most?    

A Weak main character 47 44.34% 

B Too powerful enemies 30 28.3% 
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C Villain lacks characterization 18 16.98% 

D Too many supporting characters 11 10.38% 

 

5. When playing horror games, which game mechanics do you dislike the most?    

A Randomly generated enemies 19 17.92% 

B Must to collect items 59 55.66% 

C A lot of fighting 37 34.91% 

D Too many puzzle elements 69 65.09% 

 

6. What type of storytelling in horror games do you dislike?    

A Linear storytelling 13 12.26% 

B Overuse of flashback scenes 65 61.32% 

C Lack of backstory 45 42.45% 

D Overly complex timeline 38 35.85% 

 

7. In horror games, which visual style do you dislike?    

A Dark environments 40 37.74% 

B Cartoon style 40 37.74% 

C Realistic gore effects 47 44.34% 

D Low quality graphics 36 33.96% 

 

8. When playing horror games, which plot setups do you least want to encounter?    

A Revenge 17 16.04% 

B Paranormal phenomena 35 33.02% 

C Lunatic asylum 43 40.57% 

D Alien invasion 58 54.72% 
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4.2  Result based on first eight questions 

In Question 2 of the questionnaire, the option with the highest proportion was "Sudden jump 

scares" (38.68%), while in Question 3, "Frequent death" (40.57%) was identified as the main 

factor affecting player experience. These two elements are common in horror games and 

serve as effective means of stimulating players by creating tension and sudden fear. Their 

effectiveness has led to frequent use in games like FNAF. However, over-reliance on these 

elements can lead to desensitization, diminishing the horror effect and even causing player 

fatigue. Particularly, "Frequent death" can enhance the sense of fear but may also lead to 

frustration. To maintain a sense of fear, horror games must balance unpredictable scares, 

limited resources, and environmental immersion (IGN, 2024). 

Question 4 showed that 44.34% of players were dissatisfied with the "Weak main character". 

This design is widely used in games like the Outlast series, Amnesia: The Dark Descent, and 

certain segments of Resident Evil series. The helpless protagonist is typically used to 

enhance the horror atmosphere by depriving players of their ability to attack, leaving them 

completely passive. Players can only run or hide, unable to fight back. Although this setting 

does amplify the sense of helplessness and tension, it can also lead to a lack of player 

immersion. For instance, in the Outlast 2 reviews, players complained that the protagonist 

"couldn't even pick up a stick to fight back," making the character seem overly passive and 

reducing the emotional connection between the player and the character. While enhancing 

the horror, the complete loss of the ability to fight back may make the design feel overly 

rigid or forced. 

The survey also revealed low player satisfaction with some of these designs. In Questions 2 

and 3, "Overly complex puzzles" (34.91%) and "Unguided free exploration" (34.91%) were 

close behind the top options. In Question 5, which allowed multiple selections, "Too many 

puzzle elements" (65.09%) and "Must to collect items" (55.66%) were the two mechanics 

players were most dissatisfied with. These data indicate that while puzzle and exploration 

elements can add depth and playability to a game, they can also confuse and fatigue players 

if they are too complex or poorly designed. The puzzles in the Silent Hill series are loved by 

players but have also been criticized for being overly obscure (IGN, 2024). On the other 

hand, repetitive collection tasks and unguided open exploration may make players feel that 

the tasks are tedious, undermining the overall horror atmosphere. 
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In Question 6, 61.32% of players expressed dissatisfaction with "repetitive flashback 

sequences." This narrative technique is often used to provide background stories or deepen 

character emotions, but excessive or repetitive use can weaken the impact of the narrative 

and even lead to player fatigue. 

4.3  Open feedback result 

In Question 9, which was an open-ended question, participants were allowed to freely 

express what they considered the most important factors affecting the horror game 

experience. Out of 106 participants, 28 responded to this question. Although the number of 

responses is limited, making it difficult to draw general conclusions, they provide 

supplemental insights. 

The statistical results show: 

1. Jump Scares: Four participants mentioned that an excessive number of jump scares 

weakens the overall experience. 

2. Quest Item Collection: Five participants expressed dissatisfaction with the "finding 

quest items" design in the game. 

3. Resource Allocation: Five participants mentioned the importance of reasonable 

resource allocation. 

4. Weapons and Combat: Fourteen participants commented on aspects related to 

weapons, firepower, and ammunition. 

5  Discussion 

This chapter will discuss the evolution and gameplay of horror games from the perspective 

of each research question. 
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5.1  Evolution of horror games 

The first horror game was Haunted House, released in 1982 on the Atari 2600. Despite being 

limited by the graphical capabilities of the time, its gameplay design and sound effects still 

created a tense atmosphere for players of that era (Stobbart, 2019). 

 

Inspired by Haunted House, Wizard Video Games adapted two horror movies, The Texas 

Chainsaw Massacre and Halloween, into games the following year (Weiss, 2007). The 

extreme violence depicted in these games caused significant controversy at the time, leading 

many retailers to refuse to stock them. This controversy ultimately contributed to Wizard 

Video Games' bankruptcy. These two titles became some of the rarest games ever released 

on the Atari 2600 (Perron, 2018). 

 

Following this, horror games experienced a small wave of adaptations from movies. For 

instance, Friday the 13th, published by Domark in 1986, became well-known for its 

frightening sound effects. The magazine that featured its game cover received numerous 

complaints from parents. 

Figure 3: Haunted House, 1982 

Figure 4: Texas Chainsaw Massacre, 1983 
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In 1989, Capcom released the survival horror game Sweet Home on the Famicom (FC), 

which was based on a Japanese movie of the same year and incorporated the popular RPG 

elements of that time. The game's graphics and sound were considered impressive for the 

FC, creating a good eerie atmosphere. Many aspects of Sweet Home's design were later 

adopted by subsequent horror games, and it also served as one of Capcom's inspirations for 

the development of Resident Evil (Wikipedia, 2023). 

 

As game consoles entered the 16-bit era, advancements in graphics processing and audio 

performance led to divergent paths in the development of horror games, influenced by 

cultural differences across regions. 

In Japan, games like Otogirisou represented the interactive visual novel genre, combining 

images, text, and sound effects. With the enhanced capabilities of the Super Famicom (SFC), 

some scenes even included dynamic effects, providing a novel experience for players at the 

time. 

Meanwhile, in the West, Alone in the Dark emerged as a survival horror game with a 

montage perspective. Polygonal characters moved across pre-rendered 2D backgrounds, and 

the use of camera switching and spatial perspective gave the visuals a cinematic feel. This 

was considered a groundbreaking design and is often regarded as the first 3D survival horror 

game (Perron, 2018). 

Figure 5: Sweet Home, 1989 
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In the early 1990s, gaming consoles transitioned into the 32-bit era, and CDs became 

increasingly popular as a medium. In 1995, D (D's Diner) was released on the 3DO console, 

leveraging the high capacity and low cost of CDs. The game featured pre-rendered CG 

visuals, delivering high-quality graphics for its time.  

In 1996, Capcom's survival horror game Resident Evil debuted on the PlayStation console. 

The game utilized pre-rendered CG backgrounds combined with detailed 3D models, and its 

camera-switching mechanics drew inspiration from Alone in the Dark (Reed, 2015). With 

its innovative setting and overall presentation, the game achieved significant success upon 

release. 

In 1999, Konami launched Silent Hill. The game employed unique methods to create a 

terrifying atmosphere, using fog and darkness to evoke fear of the unknown. This approach 

not only heightened the sense of dread but also allowed more computational resources to 

focus on characters and foreground details, resulting in a marked improvement in visual 

quality (Perron, 2018). 

 

 

Figure 6: Otogirisō, 1992 

 

Figure 7: Alone in the Dark, 1992 

 

Figure 8: Resident Evil, 1996 

 

Figure 9: Silent Hill, 1999 
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Entering the 2000s, gaming consoles saw significant improvements in polygon processing 

capabilities, greatly enhancing the visual impact of horror games and intensifying the 

"uncanny valley" effect for players. In 2001, Fatal Frame was released on the PlayStation 

2. The game featured a fully Japanese folklore-inspired setting and combined third-person 

and second-person perspectives (Smith, 2018). It became renowned for its eerie atmosphere, 

folklore-based horror, and traditional Japanese ghosts (GameSpot, 2013). 

In 2005, Resident Evil 4 was released, introducing drastic changes to the series' gameplay. 

By blending action and horror elements and replacing the traditional third-person perspective 

with an over-the-shoulder view, it redefined the survival horror genre (Drake, 2011). 

Following the PS2 era, Japanese developers began to wane in influence, and horror games 

increasingly adopted Western styles. By the 2010s, the rise of indie horror games brought 

fresh creativity to the well-established mechanics of the genre. Notable titles included 

Amnesia: The Dark Descent and Outlast, which focused on evasion and hiding, and Five 

Nights at Freddy's, which featured a unique surveillance-camera-based gameplay mechanic. 

With the advent of VR technology, Resident Evil 7 became one of the first horror games to 

support VR, further immersing players in its terrifying world.

 

 

5.2  Horror game and the need for affect 

Horror, as a controversial form of entertainment, has been interpreted in many ways. In 

psychology, it is suggested that the human mind harbors a concept known as the "collective 

unconscious," which includes archetypes described by Carl Jung. One such archetype is the 

"shadow," representing the darker side of our psyche. The shadow encompasses the 

Figure 10: Resident Evil 4, 2005 

 

Figure 11: Five Nights at Freddy's, 2014 
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unwanted, socially or morally unacceptable, and irrational aspects of our personality, which 

can lead to internal conflict (B.G., 1991). 

Because the shadow embodies negative concepts, people struggle to acknowledge or 

embrace it, often resisting when confronted with it. However, the positive aspect of the 

shadow lies in encouraging individuals to confront their darker traits. The less contact people 

have with their shadow, the more likely these repressed traits are to eventually surface in 

destructive ways. Anti-civilization emotions do not disappear—they require periodic outlets. 

Horror, as a form of entertainment, serves this purpose. It presents "the dirtiest fantasies," 

which exert a powerful allure on individuals (Kirchhofer, 2017). 

Noël Carroll, in his book *The Philosophy of Horror - Paradoxes of the Heart*, proposes a 

broader theory. The paradox of artistic horror lies in the attraction of emotions such as fear, 

disgust, and revulsion that it elicits in audiences. He argues that the key to horror's appeal is 

the curiosity sparked by the monsters in these stories. These monsters are fictional, 

impossible beings, unlike the antagonists in most realistic stories. Audiences are drawn to 

the process of uncovering, revealing, and confirming the nature of these creatures, which 

gradually unfolds and stimulates their curiosity to find answers. This sense of mystery and 

allure is akin to that of urban legends. 

Across various forms of entertainment, horror has demonstrated a unique appeal for many 

audiences. The combination of horror with the interactivity and immersion of video games 

creates an experience distinct from any non-interactive medium (Kirchhofer, 2017). 

Assuming that individuals who actively seek such entertainment are always looking to push 

boundaries and that video games, due to their immersive nature, offer stronger emotional 

experiences, this may explain why horror games have become so popular in recent years. 

5.3  Dissatisfaction with the gameplay 

In horror games, the disconnection between certain gameplay mechanics and the game's 

narrative setting can undermine the intended sense of fear and immersion, leading to player 

dissatisfaction. Overemphasis on combat and abundant resource allocation, as seen in some 

action-heavy horror games, can shift the experience from survival horror to an action game, 

thereby weakening the intended feeling of vulnerability. Excessive self-defense abilities 
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reduce the player's sense of helplessness, which is crucial for maintaining tension 

(Christopher, 2022). Similar opinions can be observed in player communities such as Steam 

and Reddit. For example, in discussions about Resident Evil 4 and Dead Space, many players 

argue that the games' rich combat elements make them feel more like action games than 

horror games, lacking the anxiety and unease characteristic of horror games.  

Previous questionnaire results also indicate that overly complex puzzles are a common 

source of dissatisfaction for players, especially when key hints are unclear or when puzzles 

are disconnected from the game's theme and atmosphere. Simplifying puzzle design or better 

integrating them into the story and environment can effectively enhance the player 

experience. 

On the other hand, it is also necessary to discuss unpredictability in horror game design. 

Repeated use of predictable scare tactics (like jump scares) often weakens the horror 

experience because players become "desensitized" over time. The effect of jump scares relies 

heavily on surprise and unpredictability, but when these elements become routine, players 

quickly begin to anticipate them, diminishing the emotional impact (Legless, 2020). A prime 

example of this is FNAF, where many players report that after experiencing numerous jump 

scares, the game's fear factor fades away, leaving behind mechanical repetition, transforming 

the game from a struggle against enemies to a struggle against its own jump scare mechanics 

(Bycer, 2024). 

The findings of Schneider et al. (2004) support the notion that horror games should balance 

between giving players a sense of power and helplessness to maintain a fearful experience. 

Removing some combat abilities can effectively increase player anxiety, forcing them to rely 

more on hiding and evasion. And, narrative depth and character complexity enhance 

emotional reactions, suggesting that horror games should avoid overly simplistic scare 

tactics and instead strive for diverse and meaningful interactions. 
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6  Conclusions 

This thesis analyses the development of horror games, their ability to meet players' emotional 

needs, and mechanisms that may diminish the player experience. Reviewing the evolution 

of horror games, game design has gradually shifted from simple gore and jump scares to 

more layered and emotionally rich experiences. In this evolution, balancing players' need for 

control with the creation of a terrifying atmosphere has become a core design focus. 

In the design of horror games, providing a moderate sense of control—such as resource 

management and combat choices—can effectively enhance the player experience. However, 

over-reliance on control elements or purely escape-oriented mechanics may weaken the 

sense of horror. Additionally, a lack of variety in jump-scare designs and overly predictable 

scare tactics can lead to player "desensitization," thereby reducing the overall experience. In 

contrast, incorporating unpredictable elements, limiting resource allocation, and leveraging 

environmental and psychological horror can create a more immersive and emotionally 

impactful experience. 

Future horror games could further integrate technologies like VR and AI to deliver deeper 

levels of immersion. While this study provides a general framework for the evolution of 

horror games, future research could focus on specific subgenres to better understand how 

different gameplay styles affect players' emotions. 
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