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Abstract  
In this study, we will explore how a restricted user interface affects the player 

experience in survival horror games. To test this, we created a digital survival horror 

game. The restricted user interface in the prototype resides in the player controller 

who has access to five different user interface elements. These elements are health, 

revolver, flashlight, compass and a watch. The results showed that the restriction and 

making the user interface diegetic did affect the player experience. This was presented 

through dividing the participant's experiences with the prototype in four categories: 

Challenge, Analytical, Safety and Control. Participant’s enjoyed the added challenge 

from the restricted user interface which also helped promote the horror experience. As 

a drawback, a restricted user interface resulted in participants having a harder time 

learning the game and understanding certain game mechanics and elements. 

  

Keywords: User interface, player experience, diegetic, survival games, horror games, 

digital games 

Abstrakt  
I denna studie så kommer vi undersöka hur ett begränsat användargränssnitt 

påverkar spelupplevelsen i överlevnadsskräckspel. För att testa detta så skapade vi ett 

digitalt överlevnadsskräckspel. Det begränsade användargränssnittet i prototypen 

befinner sig på den spelbara karaktären som har tillgång till fem olika 

användargränssnitts element. Dessa element är hälsa, revolver, ficklampa, kompass 

och klocka. Resultaten visar att begränsningen och genom att göra 

användargränssnittet diegetisk påverkade spelupplevelsen. Detta var presenterat 

genom att dela upp deltagarens erfarenheter med prototypen i fyra olika kategorier: 

utmaning, analytisk, säkerhet och kontroll. Deltagare gillade ökningen i utmaning från 

det begränsade gränssnittet som även hjälpte stärkte skräckupplevelsen. En nackdel 

med ett begränsat gränssnitt var att deltagare hade det svårare att lära sig spelet samt 

förstå vissa spelmekaniker och spelement. 

  

Nyckelord: Användargränssnitt, spelupplevelse, diegetisk, överlevnadsspel,  

skräckspel, digitala spel  
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1 Introduction  
User interface (UI), according to Stone, Jarrett and Woodroffe (2005) is a vital part 

of almost all computer systems. User interface in digital games is the space between 

player and game, where elements reside in forms of game related values and visual 

representations. However, in this study we will approach an alternative when it comes 

to user interface design. Restricted user interface is not an established term but more a 

temporary name for how we aim to look at user interface in this study. A restricted 

user interface involves providing less information through disabling UI elements that 

resides in the HUD (heads-up display). Digital games have recently been moving UI 

elements from the user interface and converting them into existing game elements. 

The survival horror game Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010), has 

very few text-based UI elements. The primary focus of the user interface was on 

having all the necessary information on one non-automatic screen, which the player 

has to select in order to access. Even with the lack of direct feedback from the user 

interface, the game was critically acclaimed provided by the enhanced player 

experience. The previous statement is a clear example of how a restriction of the 

information provided by a user interface can contribute to the player experience.  

Imagine a game where the player can only choose one type of UI element to be 

active at a time. Its common in survival horror games that the evocation of helplessness 

in the face of an inexorable predetermined force is crucial in order to maintain a horror-

based suspense (Krzywinska, 2002). This helplessness is further fueled by desperation 

to seek help from retrieving information, in this case from the user interface. We believe 

that having the user interface restricted will add onto the horror-based suspense 

mentioned by Krzywinska. Combine that with also having to survive a set amount of 

time while being chased by an antagonist that will stalk and try to kill you throughout 

the game. This paper will focus on how the restricted user interface impacts the player 

experience in survival horror games. The restricted user interface involves having the 

player only choose one UI element to be active at a time from a selection of five different 

UI elements.  

In order to design good user interface, research on how game elements impacts the 

player experience is a necessity. Research is also required when it comes to the design 

of UI elements. UI elements act as game elements in a sense that the player should 

perceive what said object is and what functionality it has in the game. The study is of 

qualitative form where we will interview players about their experiences with the 
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restricted user interface through playing a survival horror game, which we will develop 

for this study.  

1.1 Research Question  

The three different topics being explored in this study includes user interface, player 

experience and the survival horror genre. The purpose of the study is to highlight the 

importance of good user interface design by how less is more. The user interface can 

make or break the player experience, especially in survival horror games where the 

overall quality of the game is dependent on it. A restricted user interface is an alternative 

to how the user interface would be designed in a survival horror game in order to 

improve the player experience. The correlation between the provided topics is the 

foundation for our research question. The question in mind is: In what ways does a 

restricted user interface impact the player experience in survival horror games? 

 
1.2 Disposition  

This thesis will present the previous research in three categories; User interface, 

player experience and the genre of both survival and horror in digital games. Further 

down we will proceed with introducing our prototype and the five different game 

elements we designed to serve as our UI elements. Framework based on previous 

research will be presented to support the design choices for both the game and UI 

elements in our prototype. The prototype will be used in combination with our data 

collection method while the results from it will be used in our analysis method (See 1.3 

Method Overview & Chapter 4). Next we will reveal the results from our analysis and 

answer our research question. Critique and further hindsight will be discussed.  

Finally, our conclusions will be summarized. Appendixes are also provided at the 

end of this study which includes the interview questions used in the semi-structured 

interview. The game will also be observed in order to gather statistics from the usage of 

our UI elements. The variables are provided in the second appendix (See Appendix 2). 

 

1.3 Method Overview 

The method in this study consists of two parts. The first part is the development of 

the prototype. The purpose of the prototype is to test how a restricted user interface 

impacts the player experience. The prototype consists of game elements that are 
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designed based on design categories for survival horror games (See 3.3 Game 

Elements). The second part is utilizing the prototype in order to gather data. Participants 

were found through personal contacts that has had previous experiences with digital 

games. Each participant partakes in an individual session which consists of three 

sections. First is a minor interview aimed to gather general data and experiences. Next 

the participant gets to play the prototype. Finally, the participant is interviewed using 

semi-structured interviews. During the game session, we will observe the players 

position in the game world while also collecting statistics (See Appendix 2). This will 

be used as temporary information which we will ask the participants about during the 

interview. The semi-structured interviews will be recorded and transcribed in order to 

be analysed using theoretical thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis 

consists of categorizing the player’s different experiences into themes obtained from 

previous research. Additionally, before the sessions, a test phase was conducted right 

after the development of the prototype. The aim of this phase was to test the prototype 

and data collection method before finalizing them to be used in our study. 
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2 Background  
Our research question mentions three different topics which is user interface, player 

experience and the survival horror genre. Further down, research will be presented on 

the user interface and its design in the survival horror genre as well the concept of 

affordances. The topic of player experience will then be introduced followed by its 

correlation with the user interface in digital games. 

2.1.1 User Interface 

User interface is the space where the interaction between humans and machines 

occur, also known as HCI (human-computer interaction). This interaction allows 

humans to operate the machine in an effective manner whilst the machine 

simultaneously feeds back information that aids the decision making from the 

human’s end. This is made possible through elements residing inside the interface that 

is perceived by the human through a visual representation that is more commonly 

known as a graphical user interface (GUI) element. The purpose of GUI is for humans 

to visually identify the UI elements through understanding more clearly how they are 

portrayed to be used. The design of GUI can be attributed to the concept of 

affordances which was coined by J. Gibson (1979) which will be mentioned later in 

this chapter (See 2.1.3 User Interface: Affordances).  

The restricted user interface is designed with the purpose of disabling information 

provided to the player. This can be accomplished in different ways which will be 

brought up in this chapter. We believe a restricted user interface is a good design 

choice to implement in survival horror games. This is because the narrative of these 

games are usually without context and misinformation occurs frequently. A restricted 

user interface follows this theme quite well, hence the reason we choose this type of 

game genre to base this study on. 

2.1.2 User Interface: Survival Horror 

In his work on ways to create an unsettling atmosphere in horror games, King 

(2015) categorized six different elements which contributes in creating said 

experience in their own ways. The restricted user interface falls into the category of 

stressful game mechanics. The description of stressful game mechanics according to 

King is as follows:   
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Getting the player flustered or irritated through game mechanics puts them 

in a stressed frame of mind which provides a great base point to make the 

player feel scared or unsettled. If the game can get the player to elicited 

physiological responses a designer can then use the context of the game to 

convert the player’s emotions into something different and therefore have 

more control over the atmosphere the player experiences. (King, 2015)  

The purpose of the restricted user interface is therefor to illustrate the feeling that 

is described through stressful game mechanics. This is illustrated from only having 

one UI element active at a time while also having to constantly change between 

different UI elements. However, in order to understand how the user interface as a 

game element impacts the player experience, the UI elements needs to be compared 

with other elements in the game. The remaining categories presented by King is: 

Hinting towards threats, limiting or obscuring the player’s vision, avoid showing 

monster/threat for a long periods of time, minimalist or mysterious narrative and 

surprising movements or jump scares. Besides the restricted user interface, the game 

elements in our prototype will be designed to fall into the remaining categories 

provided by King. These elements will then be compared with the UI elements and 

vice versa in order to understand the impact restricted user interface has on the player 

experience in survival horror games.   

2.1.3 User Interface: Affordances 

Gibson (1979) defined the concept of affordances which is the design aspect of an 

object which suggests how the object should be used. Affordances was later 

popularized in the HCI community by Norman (1988) in his book The Psychology of 

Everyday Things where his own definition of affordances is as follows:   

…the term affordance refers to the perceived and actual properties of the 

thing, primarily those fundamental properties that determine just how the 

thing could possibly be used. (Norman, 1988)  

Norman explains his definition of affordances through using a chair as an 

example. His definition explains that if an object “affords” something it is meant for 

something, for example a chair affords support, and therefore affords sitting while he 

also mentions that it can be carried. We decided to use Norman’s definition of 

affordances instead of Gibson’s in this study. The reason we stand by this is further 

explained by McGrenere & Ho (2000) in their work titled Affordances: Clarifying and 
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Evolving a Concept. The authors bring up the original definition of affordances by 

Gibson and the popularized definition by Norman. When reviewing the original 

definition where Gibson presents the fundamentals of what determines an affordance, 

McGrenere & Ho noted:   

Gibson gives the example of a horizontal, flat, extended, and rigid surface 

that affords support. A given surface that provides support for one actor, 

may not provide support for another actor (perhaps because of a 

differential in weight or size). There is only one surface in question here, 

yet the affordance of support exists for one actor whereas it does not exist 

for another. (McGrenere & Ho, 2000)  

We are aware that the origin of the concept is derived from the work of Gibson 

but the usage of affordances in this study will follow the guidelines of Norman. 

McGrenere & Ho also mentions that since its inception, Normans definition of 

affordances, that was once very popular in the HCI community has with the years 

germinated into varying uses of the concept. Norman has stressed in several works 

that he intends to clarify the widespread misuse of the term.   

An affordance is perceived through its usefulness and usability. The HCI 

community has largely focused on usability at the expense of usefulness which is 

potentially prompted by Norman’s own words in the matter. He emphasizes that the 

designer cares more about what actions the user perceives to be possible than what is 

true. To clarify, usability is how you observe the affordance to be used inside the user 

interface while usefulness resides inside the functionality of the system which 

underlines what the affordance is actually able to do.   

When it comes to our restricted user interface, players will be able to more easily 

interpret the usability of an affordance as long as the main point of focus of the 

affordance is easy to perceive. However, in order to design optimal affordances, the 

usability of an affordance that the player identifies should also correlate with the 

actual usefulness. This is a main factor when it comes to applying affordances in 

forms of UI elements in digital games. Understanding affordances is key when 

designing the user interface in survival horror games where the impact of the user 

interface plays a big role in the player experience. 
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2.1.4 User Interface: Diegesis 

Ogier & Buchan (2017) recently published their work which mentions how non-

diegetic stores in digital games can be re-designed to become diegetic interfaces. 

Diegetic, more commonly known as diegesis is defined by Stillwell (2007) who 

describes that diegetic elements in film would for example be a music source from a 

radio that exists in the medium. Meanwhile the soundtrack of a movie is non-diegetic, 

considering the actors in the movie would not be able to hear the soundtrack, but it 

rather attributes the experience of the movie to the audience. The examples Ogier & 

Buchan mentions are Grand Theft Auto IV (Rockstar North, 2008) in which there 

exists a diegetic store where the player can move around and browse between 

different clothes. The other example is Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 

2010) where the store is entirely non-diegetic. The store exists as a non-diegetic 

interface and covers most of the screen which does not exist in the game world. Ogier 

& Buchan uses the definition by Fagerholt & Lorentzon (2009) where a diegetic 

interface is one entity that is represented spatially within the game world, and exists 

within the game’s narrative. This interface can be applied to anything residing within 

the game world. The interface in our prototype is located on our protagonist, the 

playable character. The UI elements that resides within the character interface exists 

as objects that the character holds or objects that are a part of the character. 

Previously in this chapter we brought up the term affordances which is how 

people perceive the attributes of an object in a way that can be determined on how the 

object should be used. Linderoth (2012) mentions how players can utilize and learn 

from perceiving affordances in digital games without always having to develop skills 

or knowledge. Linderoth further mentions three different features that can be applied 

to affordances as in-built support for the player to play the game. These are 

highlighting, vision modes and point of interest. All of these three features are applied 

to three of our UI elements which will be mentioned later (See 3.4). The features 

could might as well be applied to the rest of our UI elements, but not in way that can 

easily be perceived by the player. 
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2.1.5 Player Experience: Immersion 

An experience is derived from basically doing anything and many factors are 

included that presents the outcome of an experience. The player experience is 

established through the player playing digital games where the experience is influenced 

by the type of genre, platform, setting, hardware, mood, and so forth. The outcomes are 

endless which proves that no experience is the same. Yet there exist some defined 

experiences which were primarily designed to be experienced in a certain way. In the 

survival horror genre, the optimal experience is frightening and unsettling. However, a 

player experience on its own is difficult to measure. Immersion is a term heavily used 

by players when describing their experiences and how enjoyable it is. A game can be 

immersive while a player can be immersed in it. Even though it is widely used and well 

known in the gaming community, it is not clear what is meant by immersion or what is 

the cause of it. The most accepted definition of immersion according to McMahan 

(2003) is from Murray (1997). Her definition is as follows:  

A stirring narrative in any medium can be experienced as a virtual reality 

because our brains are programmed to tune into stories with an intensity 

that can obliterate the world around us [...] The experience of being 

transported to an elaborately simulated place is pleasurable in itself, 

regardless of the fantasy content. We refer to this experience as immersion. 

Immersion is a metaphorical term derived from the physical experience of 

being submerged in water. We seek the same feeling from a psychologically 

immersive experience that we do from a plunge in the ocean or swimming 

pool: the sensation of being surrounded by a completely other reality, as 

different as water is from air, that takes over all of our attention, our whole 

perceptual apparatus [...] in a participatory medium, immersion implies 

learning to swim, to do the things that the new environment makes possible 

[...] the enjoyment of immersion as a participatory activity. (Murray, 1997) 

According to Murray’s definition, immersion can be attributed to any type of 

medium. The experience alone of submerging, hence immerse, in an entirely different 

reality from your own is pleasurable in itself. The definition by Murray speaks of 

immersion as a whole and not towards how it is applied in digital games. Ermi & 

Mäyrä (2005) discusses how immersion can function as a component of the player 

experience. They state that the immersion of an experience is different from the 

absorption of an experience. Absorption means directing attention to an experience 
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that is brought to mind, whereas immersion means becoming physically or virtually a 

part of the experience itself. Immersion is easier to access in digital games where 

players take active part in the construction of the player experience where one’s 

actions can alter the experience entirely from session to session. Ermi & Mäyrä also 

mentions several different types of immersion with one being challenge-based 

immersion which is a type of immersion achieved from experiencing the challenges of 

a game. 

Brown & Cairns (2004) interviewed several gamers in hope to better clarify what 

immersion is and what it stands for. Their results prove that immersion is indeed used 

to describe the degree of involvement with a game. They found that immersion is 

processed through different stages which starts at engagement, proceeds with 

engrossment and finally reaches total immersion. In order to pass the level of 

engagement, the player needs to be willing to play the game. This is only possible if 

the player likes the game for its genre or its controls which is presented as the first 

barrier of engrossment. The second barrier is investment where the player needs to be 

willing to spend time on the game in order to be immersed. The second state of 

immersion which is engrossment is defined by its first and only barrier which is game 

construction. Game construction is when the game elements and features combine in 

such a way that the player’s emotions are directly affected by the game. The final 

stage, total immersion involves complete focus with the game that cuts the player off 

from reality to such an extent where the game is all that matters, which can be 

described as presence. Presence is defined as the “extent to which a person’s cognitive 

and perceptual systems are tricked into believing they are somewhere other than their 

physical location” (Patrick et al, 2000). With medium levels of immersion, players are 

free to be immersed with the game as well focus on the importance of the restricted 

user interface. Reaching total immersion or presence would result in players getting 

too immersed with the game which is not the point of this study. Players should have a 

ulterior motive for why they experience immersion and what causes it. This is more 

interesting for our study if this outcome is based on the restricted user interface or 

because of a certain game mechanic or element in the game world. 
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2.1.6 Player Experience: Flow  

Survival horror games are meant to create an unsettling experience for the player 

which is the trait of the genre. Yet players keep coming back to the genre as there still 

exists an enjoyable factor to it. An experience that is deemed enjoyable where people 

can be absorbed in their activity can be called Flow. Flow is a concept coined by 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) which is the definition of an experience that is engaging and 

enjoyable. It does not function the same way as immersion whereas flow is an 

experience whilst immersion is a measurement of an experience. What considers an 

experience a flow experience is determined by a set of requirements. Some of these 

requirements are applicable to presence which is established through total immersion 

(Brown & Cairns, 2004). However, there are some requirements that are unique to the 

flow experience. The first one is: A challenging, often rule bound activity that 

requires skills. This experience presents a challenge to the individual that requires 

them to test their skills which allows them to be more immersed. The second one is: A 

perceived sense of control over actions, and a lack of a sense of worry about losing 

control. This experience is based on individuals managing to grasp control of their 

activity and not losing control of it which allows them to sustain their immersion and 

not letting it go. Both these factors can be used to measure player experiences in a 

way that is unique to the flow experience whereas presence is only measured by how 

immersed you are with the game.  

2.1.7 Player Experience: GameFlow 

Sweetser & Wyeth (2005) proposes a model on how player’s experiences 

enjoyment in digital games, called GameFlow. The model is categorized into three 

aspects of a game which are interface (controls and display), mechanics (interacting 

with the game world) and gameplay (problems and challenges). The game in question 

is our prototype where the aspect of interface is the point of focus. The model 

established by Sweetser & Wyeth bears similarities with the flow experience which is 

the definition of an enjoyable experience. The main aspect of our game is the 

restricted user interface which acts as the interface aspect in our prototype. The other 

aspects mentioned by Sweetser & Wyeth can therefore also be applied to the restricted 

user interface. It meets the criteria for interface considering the user interface is 

displayed between player and game world where you control the diegetic interface, 

our player controller. Apart from the first person controls, the UI elements are the 
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main mechanics of the game which you use to interact with the game world. Finally, 

the challenge and problems in the game besides the antagonist is based on the user 

interface being restricted. We suggest that the restricted user interface will contribute 

to an enjoyable experience according to the model of Sweetser & Wyeth. However, 

this is ultimately based on how the UI elements are designed and how the overall 

prototype is designed which will be mentioned in the following chapter.  
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3 Method - Prototype  
This following chapter will explain our prototype, the artefact in detail. The name 

of the prototype is the same as the study: Confined and Condemned (figure 1).   

The prototype is a digital game with game elements from the survival and horror 

genre. The prototype was made from scratch in Unity3D (Unity Technologies, 2016), 

with models that were either taken from the Unity Assets Store or created in Maya 

(Autodesk, 2015). The game has fifteen minutes of gameplay and it can only be run on 

a PC. The game is over once the player either survives the whole fifteen minutes or dies 

prematurely.  

  
Figure 1: The title screen  

  

3.1 Game Elements 

In order to understand the impact that our restricted user interface has on the 

player experience, it needs to be compared with the rest of the elements in our 

prototype. This is important because in order to reach our desired level of immersion 

in our prototype, the level of engrossment needs to be reached through game 

construction as mentioned by Brown & Cairns (2004). An immersive player 

experience is not solely defined by having a diegetic user interface. Whilst the 

restricted user interface is a main part of our prototype, all game elements need to 

provide towards the survival horror experience. The elements need to combine in 

order to affect the player’s emotions where every element contributes equally to the 

experience. The game elements and the restricted user interface will be placed into 

different categories that contributes to an unsettling atmosphere as described by King 
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(2015). All of these categories can be applied to different game elements in our 

prototype. The categories will be presented followed by what game elements it can be 

applied to. The categories are as follows:  

● Hinting towards threats: King suggested this element can be utilized through 

the manipulation of audio. The monster in our prototype will call out a 

diminished cry, resembling the sounds of a broken radio when close to the 

player. However once the monster spots the player and starts chasing them, an 

eerie soundtrack will be played that starts off as a jump scare in terms of 

audio.  

● Limiting or obscuring the player’s vision: This is a common practice in 

horror games where the game world is submerged in darkness with very few 

light sources. Our game starts out during the day where the game world is 

engulfed in daylight. When the game finally starts, the game world becomes 

darker. The shape of the monster exists in the darkness and can only be visible 

through a light source. The only thing visible from the monster in the dark is 

its glowing red eyes.   

● Avoid showing monster/threat for a long periods of time: The monster 

constantly patrols the game world and can be spawned at different positions in 

every game session. The player and monster can interact but not at every pace 

of the game. Regardless, the monster can still be heard throughout most of the 

game. Arguments can be made that in order to increase the impact this element 

bears on the player experience, less audio cues should be played from the 

monster. This is mainly to avoid revealing the monster’s presence during the 

majority of the game.  

● Minimalist or mysterious narrative: The game has a simplistic narrative 

which is mysterious in a sense. Consider that nearly no information is 

provided to the player once the game starts besides a few tips flashing on the 

screen. The game is set near a farmhouse in the middle of nowhere which 

presents a sense of loneliness and helplessness.  

● Stressful game mechanics: This category can be applied to our UI elements 

and the diegetic interface. The mechanic of having to switch between UI 

elements and only having one active at a time, while being immersed in a 

survival horror experience can lead to stress and angst. The first person 

controller can also lead to stress since the player has restricted movement and 
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can only sprint for a certain amount of time. This is enhanced by having the 

monster run faster than the player in some scenarios. 

● Surprising movements or jump scares: Another common practice in horror 

games but even in the horror genre as a whole is jump scares. In our game 

there are no planned jump scares and they are only activated through the 

behavior of the monster. The eerie soundtrack played will being chased can 

illustrate an audio-visual jump scare. The monster also has surprising 

movement where it can navigate through short cuts which are not possible for 

the player to perform. In some cases, the monster can even pass surprise the 

player from behind or pass through walls. 

 

3.2 The Characters  

The design of the prototype draws inspirations from games in the survival horror 

genre such as Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010) and Slender: The 

Eight Pages (Parsec Productions, 2012). In both examples, the playable character is 

portrayed as being weak and defenseless. The player has few options, usually only being 

able to hide, run or solve puzzles. There exists an antagonist in both examples which 

acts a mysterious entity that cannot be killed. The protagonist rarely has an advantage 

over the antagonist and can easily be killed. The characteristics of the playable character 

is based on Korsnes (2013) description on characters in the horror genre. Korsnes states 

that the freedom of being human has its limits. He continues on that when one 

recognizes the certain destiny of being human, that one’s very own existence is followed 

by an inevitable end. This is primarily what invokes the feeling of angst or commonly 

known, fear. This is regarded as a universal theme in horror games where the playable 

character is designed to be as human as possible. Korsnes further mentions that the art 

of horror is to invoke fear by abusing the flaws of being human. With all of this in mind, 

we decided to design our very own antagonist (which will from now on be referred to 

as “the monster”). The goal is to try and avoid the monster and survive for fifteen 

minutes as it will try to kill the player throughout the game. The player has access to 

five different UI elements which serves as diegetic UI elements, but how are they 

designed in the game world for them to be considered diegetic? As described by 

Fagerholt & Lorentzon (2009), a diegetic interface is based on one entity existing in the 

game world and its narrative. The playable character viewed from a first person 
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perspective is the diegetic interface in our prototype. The UI elements of the player 

interface is portrayed through aspects of the player or objects the player holds or wears.  

3.3 Environment  

In order to create an unsettling atmosphere in survival horror games, great detail is 

required in the design of the environment. We noticed that in some successful digital 

horror games such as Resident Evil (Capcom, 1996), Amnesia (Frictional Games, 

2010), Five Nights at Freddy's (Scott Cawthon, 2014) that most of the game takes 

place in dark, cramped areas during the night. This aspect of the prototype was crucial 

to how we would design the game world. The game world consists of a house and a 

yard. The house is constructed into four floors: basement, first floor, second floor and 

attic (figure 2). With four floors to choose from, the player has to maneuver through 

walls and furniture in the dark. The player can move freely through the different floors 

by climbing stairs, ladders and occasionally falling through holes in the floor.  

Setting up the atmosphere was one of the easier parts of the development. We 

decided that the darkness and fog that exists in the game world would cover more of 

the player’s point of view. The darkness covers more area and the fog becomes more 

dim the further away game elements are from the player. We urge that this can grant a 

claustrophobic feeling and a sense of disorientation that is common in survival horror 

games. This design choice anchors towards the category limiting and obscuring vision 

provided by King in his work on how to create an unsettling atmosphere (2015).   

 
Figure 3: The house floors: 1: Basement, 2: First floor, 3: Second Floor, 4: Attic  

 

In order for players to stand a chance against the challenges of the game, we 

decided that there should be a part of the game that allows the player to test and get 

familiar with the restricted UI elements while also navigating through the game world. 

This is made possible in the first three minutes of the game where the game has not 

completely started yet. The game world is set during the daylight during the three first 

minutes and the rest is set in the darkness. The game world is restricted through 
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visible fences which limits the player from exploring beyond the barriers of the game 

or too far away from the house (figure 3).  

We decided that the time era and setting of the game world as our narrative would 

be near a farmhouse located somewhere around the Midwest in the United States of 

America during 1950. The narrative has not only helped us to design the game world, 

it has also helped us in the design of our game elements which also includes our UI 

elements.  

  
Figure 3: The Game World  

3.4 User Interface  

The user interface in our prototype is restricted in many ways. The player is 

restricted to only have one UI element active at a time. The UI elements are also 

restricted considering they are diegetic and even some UI elements have limited 

resources. This decision was made when we considered other first person survival 

horror game titles and saw how they handled their resources. In Amnesia (Frictional 

Games, 2010), the player only has access to a lantern, which can run out of oil if the 

player has the element active for too long. The player cannot restore their sanity or refill 

their lantern at the same time due to how the game makes it only available through the 

menu once at a time. Doom 3 (id Software, 2004) had a similar feature where you could 

not hold a weapon and a flashlight at the same time.  

Each UI element will be described in detail with how they are designed and 

perceived in the prototype. Each element has traits to how it is classified as an UI 

element and also how it acts as a diegetic element in the game world. The gameplay 

aspects of the element will be presented followed by how they are perceived as 

affordances and their inspirations for design. 
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3.4.1 UI Element 1: Health  

There are two options of displaying health in this prototype. The first option is to 

display it through the arms which in return makes the screen turn red (figure 4) if the 

player has taken damage. The second option is measuring the pulse of the player which 

in turn plays an audio cue of the player’s heart beating. The rate of the heartbeat 

increases as the player takes more damage. The idea is very common in many first 

person shooter games. For example, in Call of Duty: Modern Warfare Remastered 

(Raven Software, 2016) where if you take critical damage you get to hear your heartbeat 

as a sign that you are almost dying. When you activate the Health UI in our prototype 

you will hear your heartbeat going at a rate of 60 bpm. The more damage you take the 

faster your heart beats. The highest it can get to is at 110+ bpm. This idea was inspired 

by the arcade game Primal Rage (Atari Games, 1994) where every character has a visual 

representation of a real beating heart next to their health bars. The heart beats faster the 

more damage each character has received, however it will only be displayed on the 

health bar and not necessarily audio-visually. We decided to implement the idea of 

hearing your heart beat rather than seeing it beat. 

Health is the only UI element that exists as a part of the player’s body and therefore 

the most difficult to design. The challenge came from designing the element in a way 

where it could be perceived as an affordance and also exist as a diegetic element. The 

UI element is portrayed through the player checking their pulse through the wrist. This 

design is ambitious and can lead to confusion since the affordance is not clear enough 

to indicate how much health the player has left before dying. 

 
Figure 4: The result of using the Health UI when low on health 

 

 



  24 

3.4.2 UI Element 2: Revolver  

The revolver allows the player to fend off against the monster. It cannot kill the 

monster but it can be stunned temporarily, restricting it from moving for a couple of 

seconds. This element was inspired by how the ammunition was displayed in Halo: 

Combat Evolved (Bungie, 2001), where the remaining ammunition would be displayed 

on the weapon. This not only works as a diegetic element, but it further helps the player 

know the importance of reserving ammunition. However instead of displaying it on a 

small monitor on the gun like in Halo: Combat Evolved, the weapon shows the 

remaining bullets by spinning the drum of the revolver (figure 5). This decision was 

based on keeping the element as diegetic as possible and to further put emphasis on the 

narrative of the game world. The ammunition system is based on the highlight feature 

described by Linderoth (2012) on how affordances can help the player learn to play 

games. It visually highlights how much ammunition the player has left in a diegetic 

manner. According to the model provided by Sweetser & Wyeth (2005), the revolver 

UI element is designed to be enjoyable to use considering it meets the requirements for 

an enjoyable experience.   

 
Figure 5: Revolver spinning with no ammunition left  

 
3.4.3 UI Element 3: Flashlight  

The flashlight UI element provides the only light source available during the night. 

The flashlight illuminates the path in front of the player while active. The UI element is 

however also included with batteries that will be drained if the element is active for too 

long. This is displayed by having the light source get weaker as a representation of the 

diegetic batteries being drained.  

This element was inspired from Doom 3 (id Software, 2004), where the flashlight 

could only be held separately. In many games you can have access to a weapon while 
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toggling the flashlight on and off even without equipping it. In Half Life (Valve, 1998) 

for example, you can access the flashlight by pressing the F key and in Deus Ex (Ion 

Storm, 2000) you press the F12 key, whilst already holding a weapon. The flashlight is 

substantially useful when exploring a game world shrouded in darkness. In order to 

follow the diegetic theme, we felt that in order to access the flashlight you have to pick 

it up (figure 6). The UI element helps the player view the game in a different perspective 

apart from a game world shrouded in darkness. The flashlight includes the feature of 

vision modes described by Linderoth (2012). The affordance has only one use but it is 

simple to be perceived and utilized by any player which helps the element to be useful 

and enjoyable to use. 

  
Figure 6: Using the Flashlight inside the house 

 
3.4.4 UI Element 4: Compass  

The Compass acts as the mini-map of the game. The mini-map does not cover the 

entire level, instead it follows the player through a camera with a certain range. The 

player is represented as a green dot and has a white trail following the player to know 

where the player has last been, to avoid the potential of the player getting lost. If the 

player is being chased by the monster, a red dot will appear on the compass indicating 

the monsters position. The inspiration for the compass originated the game Grand Theft 

Auto IV (Rockstar Games, 2008) where the player has access to a circular mini-map that 

has a set range on the player position and its surrounding environments (figure 7). The 

compass is one of the more complex UI elements to use since the affordances are not 

always visible. The element incorporates the feature known as point of interest which 

is also described by Linderoth (2012). The point of interest in our prototype is the 

position of the monster. The element can be used effectively but we hypothesize that 
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the element becomes more valuable with regular use which may not be possible with 

the minimal amount of game time the player is provided. 

  
Figure 7: Using the Compass inside the house 

 
3.4.5 UI Element 5: Watch  

The final UI element is a representation of a watch keeps track of the in-game time 

and when certain events occur. The events in our prototype is when the game starts and 

when the game ends. The purpose of the watch is to check how much time left is needed 

for the player to survive. The idea originated from the game Dead Rising (Capcom, 

2006), which have quests that are on a time limit. The game zooms in on the players 

watch and displays the current in-game time, which allows the player to get a good 

marginal for how much time is needed to complete quests. The game time of our 

prototype is fifteen minutes long, however the watch displays that time in hours in the 

game world, where one hour in the game world equals to one minute of gameplay 

(figure 8). The game session starts off for the first three minutes to introduce the 

different UI elements and the goal of the game. The remaining twelve minutes is where 

the actual game starts and where the participant spends rest of time trying to survive. 

The game world is set during the evening for the first three minutes while the main 

game is set during the night. The watch element has resemblances to the features of 

highlighting and vision modes presented by Linderoth (2012) but they are also 

perceived through other elements. Once the game has passed a certain amount of time, 

the game world will become less and less dark which can be perceived through both the 

game world and the watch element. 
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Figure 8: The Watch after one minute of gameplay  

 
3.5 The Testing Phase  

To ensure that the prototype was ready for collecting data, multiple tests were 

needed to reduce the chance of the participants experiencing game breaking glitches 

or other flaws in the prototype. This served as the testing phase, where we would not 

only test our prototype in the hands of others, but to ensure that our interview 

questions gave us the data we needed. With this phase, we wanted to design the 

prototype to feel like a real game as much as possible and not make it solely an 

artefact for our study. Some of the notes taken from the testing phase was the tactic of 

hiding which served as an exploit, the monster sometimes killing the player instantly 

and the player occasionally falling through the floor. Even with the time spent on 

testing and further development, we received suggestions and remarks that would 

improve and shape the prototype to the version that would be used in our finished 

method. One example of an improvement made to the prototype was adding a scene 

before the game started that would tell the player not to hide. This informs the player 

that they are in a disadvantage if they choose to hide and the only option is to either 

fight or run. 
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4 Method - Data Collection and Analysis  
In this chapter, we will introduce our methods of choice while also mentioning 

alternative methods and how they would have otherwise been used in our study. This is 

the main method which will be used in cooperation with the prototype. The methods for 

data collection will be operated through individual sessions using semi-structured 

interviews. Afterwards, the data will be transcribed and analysed through our analysis 

method which is theoretical thematic analysis.  

  

4.1 Data Collection Method  

The method we will be using for our data collection method is a semi-structured 

interview. A semi-structured interview forms a middle ground, providing some 

consistency while allowing for off-topic exploration (Cote and Raz, 2015, pp. 103-105).  

A semi-structured interview is the combination of a structured and unstructured 

interview. The interview contains of a set of planned questions but during the interview, 

prompt questions are generated in order for the interview to flow more like a discussion. 

The reason for using semi-structured interview is mainly because it is a qualitative 

research method that allows for more open answers, allowing something small 

(questions) to become something big (answers). The interviews will be recorded and 

transcribed in order to be analysed.  

 Our method is inspired by Llanos & Jørgensen (2011) study on how the game user 

interface influences the player’s involvement in digital games. Our studies are very alike 

except for the research question and choice of game. Llanos was contacted, and 

provided us with advice on the structure of the questions they asked during the 

interviews for their study. 

Another option for an alternative data collection method would have been to conduct 

a survey with open answers. Another alternative for a qualitative data collection method 

would include conducting group sessions. Both options would have helped save time 

but at the cost of less data. We want to be able to utilize each and every one of our 

participants especially if the number of participants are low. By having individual 

sessions with the volunteering participants, the data from each and every participant can 

be used to its full extent. This will allow for a broader collection of different opinions 

and therefore varied data.  
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If having a semi-structured interview was not possible however, we would resort to 

having a group session where we would observe their discussion. Having a survey with 

would remove the possibilities of follow-up questions which are essential to gather 

interesting data. The questions used in a group session would not differ much from what 

would be used in a semi-structured interview, but the importance lies in the possibility 

for discussion. Discussion leads to more data which is our primary argument for using 

interviews as a data collection method.  

Our take on group sessions would be to have up to three to five participants and 

providing them with questions as topics for discussion. The group sessions would be 

recorded, but also observed while taking notes. The reason for using observation is to 

add an additional dimension for the data that would not be perceived from just listening 

to the recorded sessions. The key is to distinguish each participant and understand them 

based on their opinions during the discussion. This would likely be the method used if 

semi-structured interviews were not available, but considering our previous arguments 

plus that the game is single player, it would not be as effective. Group sessions is better 

utilized where every aspect of the session is within the group. The game used for 

example could be based on teamwork or interacting with each other in other ways. 

Having a group session with a single player game is still possible but it is much more 

effective using a multiplayer game. 

4.2 The Session  

In order to utilize our data collection method, we conducted several individual 

sessions with our participants, estimated at about 45- 60 minutes. The first step of the 

session is an introduction interview, aimed at gathering general data and experiences. 

The reasoning for this is being able to distinguish each participants and give insight 

based on their opinions later in the semi-structured interview. It is also important to 

understand how experienced each participant is with survival horror games. 

After the introduction interview, which should approximately only take up to 2-3 

minutes, the participant will sit down and play the prototype. The participant will play 

the game on a laptop with a mouse and headset. The estimated time of the playthrough 

can take up to 3-15 minutes based on how well the participant performs. A minimum of 

10 minutes should be directed towards the prototype, meaning if a player dies 

prematurely in the game, they will be granted a second playthrough. The game keeps 

track of timers of each UI element at the end of the game based on the duration when 
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the element was being active. The statistics will be written down and referred to in the 

interview later on (See Appendix 2). 

An observation will be made during the playthrough by tracking the player's position 

in order to find patterns and strategies. The observation will consist of knowing where 

the player went and how the they move about through the game session. This will be 

referred to in the semi-structured interview where we ask the participants regarding their 

choice of location and what locations they were in the most and least.  

Semi-structured interview is the final part of the session. The interview will be 

recorded which the participant will be notified of before attending the session. The 

questions are mostly regarding the performance of the participant and their experiences 

with the game elements. Questions are planned beforehand (See Appendix 1) that can 

lead into follow-up questions. Our goal for the interview is establishing a flow that 

transitions from an interview and into a discussion. In order for this to be possible, 

questions need to prompt answers which allows for open expression. We will also 

prompt the duration of insightful answers as much as possible before advancing with 

the new planned question. There are also flex questions, which take into account the 

participant’s use of UI elements (See Appendix 2), their frequent positions during the 

game as well as recurring behaviours expressed during the game. The interview is 

completed once all the questions have been answered and once the participants feels 

finished expressing themselves.   

4.3 Analysis Method  

For the analysis method, we will be using theoretical thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). Our reason for using theoretic thematic analysis is because it allows us 

to plan themes based on theory beforehand instead of having to find new themes in the 

transcribed data. Even though we addressed many different alternatives for data 

collection methods, we feel that theoretical thematic analysis is the sole alternative for 

our study. A grounded theory would have been possible but there needs to be restrictions 

for what you consider to be data. Theoretical thematic analysis also functions well with 

our study since we aim to look at experiences that are common in the survival horror 

genre which can be difficult to find through using regular thematic analysis.  

During the interview participants are asked and in some cases prompted to speak 

about their experiences with the game in correlations with different game elements. 

These types of experiences are the themes from the theoretical thematic analysis and 
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will be described upon further below. During the analysis method we decided to colour 

code statements where a certain experience occurred in the transcribed data. The 

statements will later be citied in the results for each experience. 

 

4.4 Themes of Analysis  

When it came to finding patterns in our transcribed data, we aimed to look at 

different types of states or experiences which the participant experiences while playing 

the prototype. This will serve as our themes. The goal is to understand why these 

experiences occur and how and when and also if they occur because of the restricted 

user interface. The themes will then be linked to the restricted user interface by 

understanding what impact it serves towards the different experiences when playing the 

game. Both the experiences and its contrast will be explored, for example the state of 

safety can be analysed but also the contrast to it being the state of panic and vice versa. 

The themes and their definitions in context to the player experience are as follows: 

• Challenge: The state of being challenged. This theme is based on challenge-

based immersion as described by Ermi & Mäyrä (2005) which is granted 

from achieving a satisfying balance of challenges and abilities. This type of 

experience can also be attributed to the Flow experience by 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) where players need to make use of their skills and 

knowledge to face and overcome challenges in games. However, the 

challenge should lie in understanding the affordances and how to use them 

in the words of Linderoth (2012). The affordances being the restricted user 

interface elements and being able to know when to use them at the right 

place and at the right time.  

• Analytical: The state of being analytical. This theme is based on how 

Sweetser & Wyeth (2005) view immersion in strategy games. They argue 

that it is easy to get engrossed in strategy games such as Warcraft III: Reign 

of Chaos (Blizzard Entertainment, 2002) because there is so much to 

concentrate on, so many to tasks to perform and things to monitor. 

Analytical can also contribute to the flow experience by Csikszentmihalyi 

(1990) in the sense that you are faced with a challenge and have to find a 

strategy to overcome it. The strategy derived from being analytical is not 

relegated to only understanding the affordances in the user interface, but also 
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the provided affordances in forms of different game elements in the game 

world. 

• Safety: The state of being safe. There doesn’t exist as much research 

towards the feeling of safety as a player experience compared to the other 

themes. Kurczak (2011) managed to find a correlation in both player 

immersion and player safety through utilizing ambient audio. This is 

applicable to our prototype where less information is provided by the 

restricted user interface while the primary information is found both visually 

and audio-visually in the game world. Safety can also be invoked through 

understanding affordances as defined by Norman (1988) in a way where the 

player can be comfortable in their usage of said affordances.   

• Control: The state of being in control. The state of control can be linked to 

several theories. Sweetser & Wyeth (2005) mention that strategy games 

allows for players to feel in control of every aspect of the game. At the same 

time, they argue that once players have less information to handle and less 

game elements to interact with, they feel more in control with them. Control 

can be linked towards how control is perceived through cognitive absorption 

as explained by Agarwal & Karahanna (2000) which is defined as 

representing the user’s perception of being in charge of the interaction. 

Being in control and staying in control is also a criteria of the Flow 

experience by Csikszentmihalyi (1990). 

All these themes were factors when conducting the semi-structured interviews. 

Participants were asked about different scenarios from their playthrough where they 

entered a certain state through experiencing the game. The experiences were prompted 

through interacting with several different game elements (monster, environment, etc.) 

inside the prototype. Not only the restricted user interface, but also game elements such 

as the monster, environment, atmosphere and audio.  
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5 Results   

5.1 Analysis of the interviews 

The participants will be referred to as P (for participant) followed by their number 

used in the semi-structured interviews. For example, the first participant will be known 

as P1 and the second as P2 etc. This study contains data from seven participants, all 

which are male, plays digital games at least an hour day and all have previous 

experiences with survival horror games. Only two participants played a maximum of 

two hours per day while the rest played a maximum of four hours per day. All 

information gathered from each participant can be found in the chart provided (See 

Figure 9). The following analysis is a first glance at a set of qualitative data that was 

collected during February 2017.  

Alias P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7
Age 28 21 21 21 23 22 24

Gender Male Male Male Male Male Male Male

Gametime 1h/day 3-4h/day 5h/day 2h/day 4-5h/day 4-5h/day 4h/day

Experiences	with Resident	Evil	2, Resident	Evil	3, Amnesia:	The	 Amnesia:	The	 Amnesia:	The	 Amnesia:	The	 Amnesia:	The	

survival	and/or Resident	Evil	4, Slender:	The Dark	Descent, Dark	Descent, Dark	Descent, Dark	Descent, Dark	Descent,

horror	games Silent	Hill Eight	Pages SOMA Dead	by	Daylight, Ark:	Survival, F.E.A.R, Bioshock,

Don't	Starve, Evolved, Slender:	The Don't	Starve,

Minecraft Don't	Starve, Eight	Pages, Rust

Minecraft The	Last	of	Us   

Figure 9: Participant Chart 
 

5.1.1 Challenge  

When it comes to survival horror games, a challenge should always be expected. 

Not only from the skills required to complete the goals of the game, but also have the 

mental fortitude in order to not succumb to angst as mentioned by Korsnes (2013). 

Confined and Condemned is not an exception to this considering it requires minimal 

skills and instead is crammed with obstacles in many different forms. The main goal of 

being able to survive for fifteen minutes was not an easy task as there was not a single 

participant that managed to pass that mark. In order for participants to have enough 

experience with the game before advancing with the interview, participants who died 

early were allowed to play two sessions of the game. The plan was for participants to 
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play at least a minimum of ten minutes. Many participants felt that the game was 

challenging in many different ways. The recurring challenge was the obstacle of having 

a restricted user interface which only allowed one element to be active at a time:  

The other thing was that all the tools were not available simultaneously, 

which made it more difficult to multitask. (P3, 2017)  

It has been proven that gaming improves multitasking skills (Abbott, 2013). The 

skill is very practical when in the analytical state by multitasking multiple solutions for 

numerous problems. Because of this both the analytical state and the challenged state 

can be applied to this experience. When restricting the user interface into several 

elements, it creates more problems for the player where multitasking becomes a bigger 

challenge. Because of this, the game maintains its challenging factor even for skilled 

players such as P3.  

I think it contributes a lot when you don’t have a HUD (heads-up display) 

because then you can’t keep track of all your elements. [...] Just that gives 

a scarier experience because you want to be able to keep track of everything 

but you can’t. (P5, 2017)  

P5 mentions how the challenges of having restricted user interface alters his 

experiences with safety. It also has some correlations with wanting to have control over 

the UI elements. He explains that if he had access to all UI elements through having 

them displayed on a HUD, it would make him feel safer through the game and not be 

as scary. However, since he cannot be safe nor have control over the UI elements, he 

feels more immersed with the challenges of the game.   

I enjoyed that you needed to have the right element for the right time. It was 

more exciting and you had more sense of control. You could use it (UI 

element) but you couldn’t use it at all times. (P7, 2017)  

P7 appreciated having restricted user interface as it provided a fair and logical 

challenge while allowing players to be analytical by selecting each element to solve a 

specific task or goal. The challenge and also a factor that provokes fear is being able to 

track which key activates a certain element that is necessary to tackle the situation at 

hand. For example, accidentally drawing the watch instead of the revolver while being 

ambushed by the monster. According to P7, the restricted user interface provides a 

challenge that is fair and fun to use.  

I think (the game) was pretty easy, the mechanics were simple. All you had 

to do was to shoot the monster and then run away and stay alive. (P4, 2017)  



  35 

In contrast, many participants did not have much trouble with the restricted user 

interface mainly because they only needed access to one element, the revolver. P4 

managed to survive the longest out of all participants at eleven minutes, out of fifteen, 

and his strategy was to always have the revolver available to stun the monster and then 

run away. The reason he did not survive any further was because he ran out of 

ammunition. The reason for this is because the game is not restricted to having players 

need to utilize every element in order to survive. Because you only need to have one 

element active at all times, the game becomes far too easy which in return can damage 

the player experience. To combat this more emphasis needs to be put on the other 

elements when it comes to overall usefulness and better interaction with the monster.   

5.1.2 Analytical  

Each player is different and their approach to a brand new game will always be 

different from another. The first three minutes of the game is played out during the day 

while players get familiar with the controls and the game world before the real game 

begins at night. During this time, players are free to explore the different aspects of the 

game in order to find strategies and form a plan on how they are going to survive. The 

main strategy that most participants utilized was finding an area with an open space 

where they had vision from all directions and enough room to move around. While in 

this area, the participants would usually play cat and mouse with the monster while 

having the revolver ready if the monster came too close.   

The attic felt more open. There weren’t that many things in the way, which 

could prevent me from getting away from the ghost (monster). (P2, 2017) 

Yeah exactly, you could look over the entire room and there wasn’t a place 

where you couldn’t look behind you. If there was something behind you, 

then you at least had a hole to escape and re-position yourself. (P1, 2017) 

Most of the participants chose to go to the attic which is an area with an open space 

that can be accessed through climbing a ladder and escaping through a hole in the floor. 

The outside area also has an open space but participants felt it was too open. It is mainly 

because the attic area is restricted by close walls, while the walls of the outside area are 

stretched out to a point where they are no longer viewable by the player.   

I want to be able to see but not to be seen. (P4, 2017)  

Being able to see the monster before it sees you allows the player to have the upper 

hand when it comes to strategy. During this period the player can at ease choose the 
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right element to combat the situation that is approaching. However, if the player was in 

the outside area, the possibility of an ambush would be at risk which would result in 

disorientation. If this occurs the player would panic and more likely choose the wrong 

UI element which is a drawback from the restricted user interface, which also results in 

an increase in player experience.   

I wanted to be ready when (the monster) shows up or when it clenches to be 

able to stun it and turn around and get out of there. (P5, 2017)  

Almost all participants wanted to be ready with the revolver when they felt the 

monster was close. However, P5 had an interesting strategy when it came to interacting 

with the monster that correlates to the experience of control. While being chased, P5 

would turn around and try to shoot the monster with the revolver until it got stunned. 

He would not turn his back until the monster was absent from the screen. Once he knew 

he was safe, P5 would turn around and go through with his escape routes. However, 

instead of keeping the revolver active, P5 switched to the flashlight in order to see more 

clearly while trying to escape. During the interview, P5 also discussed how he could 

have used the compass. He learned during the interview that the compass not only tracks 

the player’s position through a white trail but also the monster through a red trail. This 

is an interesting strategy that is impacted through the use of restricted user interface.   

If I had a better strategy, I would use the compass even more, but right now 

I had no elaborated plan and just ran. (P6, 2017)  

In some cases, such as for P6, there were no major strategy which resulted in more 

reactionary play. Dictating your gameplay on reactionary play in a survival horror game 

means that your actions are prompted through a sense of fear. P6 had no plan from the 

start and his decisions in game were crafted through the feeling of angst. Down below 

is the result of basing a decision on fear which brought P6 from a safe place to a 

dangerous situation.  

I thought that I would start at the top of the house (attic). But I was so 

impatient up there and thought “if it (the monster) comes now, I won’t 

have any way to go”, so I jumped down and got myself at the bottom 

(main floor) again and then the monster saw me so I started to run. (P6, 

2017)  

P6 did not utilize the restricted user interface that much apart from the compass, in 

fact he did not fire the revolver once. This is because P6, while in a state of fear, felt it 

was more optimal to run away from the monster. He also mentioned he wanted to find 
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a place to hide but because of his impatience he continued to run. For this instance, it 

seems that the restricted user interface had a great impact on the player of experience 

when it comes to fear, even when the user interface was hardly never used.  

 

5.1.3 Safety  

Even if survival horror games are designed to keep the player at a great 

disadvantage, they eventually always find themselves in a state of feeling safe. The 

word safe was mentioned many times during the interviews and many participant’s felt 

that finding a state of feeling safe was a sub-goal of the game. Unfortunately, some of 

the participants were in continuous panic which brought some disadvantages to 

themselves. P7 mentioned during the interview that he is the type of person to panic 

while playing survival horror games, which led to him surviving the least out of all 

participants, followed by P6. The state of panic which P7 experienced resulted in him 

getting lost in the darkness where he got stuck by objects he could not see while trying 

to escape and therefore died quickly after.  

Well, I was caught off guard the first time you saw something (the monster).  

So, I got a bit of panic and got stuck on a table or something. (P7, 2017)  

This resulted in him using the flashlight the most as it allowed him to see the path 

ahead of him and not run into objects and getting stuck. Both P6 and P7 felt more like 

passive players that would not wait for the monster while being ready with the revolver, 

but instead try to run and get as far away from the monster as possible. While running, 

P6 and P7 would hold a different element other than the revolver such as the flashlight 

or compass. Even when having the revolver ready, P6’s passiveness and state of fear 

resulted in him not firing any bullets at all during the whole playthrough:  

I thought that I would be the gun (revolver) guy, but I “chickened out” (to 

decide not to do something because you are too frightened). (P6, 2017)   

The best element to invoke the feeling of safety was the revolver. As previously 

mentioned, many participants enjoyed having the revolver ready at times where they 

felt the monster was close. The participant’s that played the most offensively would 

repeatedly use the revolver in most scenarios. These participants would run away from 

the monster but also hunt it in a sense because the monster is the only intractable 

objective in the game. According to them, if they did not interact with the monster they 

would get bored because there is not much else to do.   
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Yeah the revolver was the element I constantly wanted to use against the 

monster. (P3, 2017) 

I felt most safe with it (revolver) because if the monster pops up from out of 

nowhere and I get panicked, I can just shoot it and run away. (P4, 2017) 

An alternative way of feeling safe was demonstrated by P1 in forms of a strategy. 

P1 mentioned that he applies his strategy to all types of games that are new and early in 

development. It is an easy method to test out on the A.I (artificial intelligence) of an 

enemy that is supposed to chase you.   

I discovered that there was an exploit that made it possible to run around 

in circles in order to survive. [...] It is usually the first exploit you try to test 

in games and it usually works. [...] So it was natural for me to test that first. 

(P1, 2017).   

P1 was neither in a state of fear nor safety as he was neutral while playing the game. 

He spent less time trying to be immersed with the game and more time trying to test out 

the game's capabilities through discovering exploits especially when it came to the 

monster. It is possible that him finding exploits within the game made him feel more 

safe in a way through disconnected him from the state of the game and the player 

experience. He mostly used two elements which were the revolver and the compass 

considering he deemed them overpowered. On the other hand, he gave a lot of insight 

on how to improve certain user interface elements to improve the overall player 

experience.   

5.1.4 Control  

Apart from the few passive players in P6 and P7, there were offensive players that 

wanted to have control. When presenting the theme, it was mentioned that having 

control is not that common in survival horror games, considering you play a role that is 

restricted from the typical playable character in for example an action game. When it 

comes to survival horror, the game usually controls you and the goal is to make the best 

out of the situation at hand. P5’s strategy of having the back turned to the monster while 

being chased is fueled mainly because he wants control over the monster so it does not 

sneak up on him. Many participants felt a state of control from always having the 

revolver active in order to keep track of the monster and shoot it when it appears. When 

it came to offensive players they wanted control over the monster but when it came to 

the passive players they wanted control over their surroundings.  
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You can’t see anything special when walking around when it’s dark and you 

want to keep an eye on everything like furniture and exits, so the flashlight 

gave more control over the situation. (P7, 2017)   

If I haven’t been to a certain place in the house, then I would turn it on (the 

flashlight) and look where the exit was. Which would be easier for me to 

plan my escape for later. (P2, 2017). 

Because of this the different choice of UI gave a different approach to having 

control. The UI elements exists mainly so that the player has some form of control to 

impact the pace of the game. Unfortunately, this led to many players resorting to only 

have one element in order to have control over the one thing that can ultimately kill you. 

The goal is for every element to be unique and used in entirely different ways to combat 

certain scenarios. The UI elements was flawed not only because of their design but the 

linearity of the game made it only possible for only certain elements to be considered 

viable options.   

Yeah with the way things went it really felt great to feel that you had 

control. (P5, 2017)  

P5 was one of the many offensive players partaking in our study that felt immersed 

once they gained control of the game. Players would gradually grasp control of the game 

either through overcoming a challenge, solving a problem or feeling safe. The way P5 

felt in control was through interacting with the monster constantly and fighting back 

which is not common in survival horror games. Potentially players like P5 can 

experience enjoyment in survival horror games once they overcome the obstacle of 

being scared.   

 

5.2 Additional Results  

Besides finding results based on our four categories for analysis, we found 

additional results that targets more negative aspects of the player experience. Another 

experience that many participant’s felt during our prototype was the state of confusion, 

which acts as an additional theme found in the data. This is a common outcome with a 

restricted user interface, because even though the player is left with more immersion 

when playing the game, the player will also receive less information on how to play the 

game. This is critical considering players who experiences confusion gets detached 

from the player experience. 
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It was difficult to know where you were supposed to go, in other words 

where you can hide. (P6, 2017)  

I didn’t use health that much, because I don’t understand how it works.  

There was that one time when I used it and the entire screen turned red.  

(P2, 2017)   

I don’t understand what kind of purpose the pulse thing had, so I didn’t use 

it. (P3, 2017)  

[...] Then when you checked the HP (health), it seemed nice with the blood 

arms and heart frequency. But the problem was when you took damage, the 

entire screen turned red and it took away from the entire experience. It 

looked so weird. (P1,2017)  

Participants were told during the first three minutes of the game about the general 

instructions of the game, how to play it and what the goal was. If players were left to 

play the game blindly with no context of the game, the state of confusion would surely 

be more substantial. Even though the participant’s had all the tools to play the game, 

confusion arose with one specific UI element. Nearly all participant’s had trouble 

understanding or utilizing the health UI element. P1, P2 and P3 addressed the most 

concerns to the element and weren’t as immersed in the game because of it. Both P1 

and P3 further mentioned ways to improve the design of the UI element. They both 

suggested different choices for design of the element in order to improve its usefulness 

and also how it should be perceived as diegetic. 

It could do something like the guy gets more and more panic with higher 

pulse. You could heal yourself with the arms, but you become slower while 

doing so. (P3. 2017)  

But then you could as well have the heart beats as stamina, because then 

you can feel the pulse beat like crazy and you can’t run as fast anymore. 

But if the pulse slows down, you have regained your stamina. (P1, 2017) 

The suggestions state the health UI element should serve multiple purposes or 

ultimately a different purpose, discounting the health bar function as a diegetic element. 

P3 suggests that the health element serves different purposes, apart from the health 

indicator it also shows an indicator for insanity, which is a feature in Amnesia: The 

Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010). However, P1 suggests that the UI element 

should function with stamina. The ability to sprint was shown to be a really strong 
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function in our prototype. The design choice from P1 forces players to use a UI element 

to access the sprint function when running away from the monster. 

Well something you could do is to remove it (health UI element) as a choice 

of a UI element and instead just have a tint when you get hurt […] You have 

the tint all the time while you hear your pulse increase, I think that could 

give even more immersion because then you always feel your pulse. (P5, 

2017) 

P5 describes how the health UI element could be changed by having it active all 

the time and not as its own separate UI element. The red tint and the increase in pulse 

when taking damage still exists in the prototype. However, the element becomes 

diegetic knowing that you feel it all the time and not only when you check your pulse 

through the wrist. This combined with P1’s statement is a viable design choice that can 

be implemented to the health UI by changing it to the stamina UI element for example. 

P3’s suggestion is also interesting considering it makes the element more attractive to 

use. The stamina UI element would ultimately let you sprint while active as well as heal 

you over time which is very useful when interacting and running away from the 

monster.   
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6 Discussion 

 Based on our analysis, we can confirm that we managed to answer our research 

question. To recap, our research question is: In what ways does a restricted user 

interface impact the player experience in survival horror games? 

Participants felt that the game became more difficult but in return more 

challenging and enjoyable. The increase in challenge also contributed to the horror 

experience with participants feeling less confident in their gaming skills. When 

presented with restricted information, participants would start thinking more 

analytically on how to solve conflicts which stems from the increase in challenge. This 

was displayed through their positioning in the game world, their strategies for survival 

and their choice of UI element. We found out that the participants that demonstrated a 

passive playstyle had the goal to reach the state of safety through analytical skills 

while the aggressive participants had to goal to reach the state of full control through 

their gaming skills, which stemmed from their efficiencies in game mechanics and 

ability to multi-task. 

However, some UI elements left participants confused in how they should be 

perceived or utilized which in return made them feel less immersed with the game. 

The confusion led to poor performance in nearly all participants and in some instances, 

the participants felt less immersed because of it. Some participants helped give 

suggestions on how to improve certain game elements in order to avoid confusion. 

Nonetheless, the restricted user interface was heavily favoured by participants and was 

the primary reason for the increase in immersion and enjoyment in our prototype.  

 
6.1 Discussion of our findings 

The biggest challenge that came with having a restricted user interface was 

through only having one UI element active a time rather than having all five active at 

the same time. Nearly all participants seemed to enjoy this feature as it allowed them 

to be fully engrossed with the game considering that all UI elements were designed to 

be diegetic and to exist as a part of the game world. The restriction in the user 

interface resulted in participants performing poorly because of the lack of context on 

how to play the game plus the increased difficulty to multi-task. It appears that 

because of this, participants felt less confident in their ability to play the game which 
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resulted in them to be more active and focused with the game to compensate. This can 

be attributed to challenge-based immersion as described by Ermi & Mäyrä (2005): 

Challenge-based immersion has an essential role in digital games since the 

gameplay requires active participation: players are constantly faced with 

both mental and physical challenges that keep them playing (Ermi & 

Mäyrä, 2005). 

The challenges in our prototype stemmed from requiring active participation which 

is common in survival horror games. An example of this is based on the inconsistent 

nature of horror games where events can occur without context which the player isn’t 

prepared to grasp properly. This can be attributed by manipulating game objects to react 

to the player’s movement in a scripted manner, for example playing a subtle sound effect 

at random intervals or triggering a jump scare. Naturally, the active participation led to 

participants being more engrossed with the game and therefore able to be more 

immersed.  

Another key finding in the results was how participants interacted and perceived the 

different game elements in our prototype. Because all game elements are restricted in 

their own ways on how they are perceived and utilized, participants put extra emphasis 

on trying to understand said elements even with the lack of context provided. This can 

be associated by the version of affordances defined by Norman (1988). It appeared that 

participants felt more safe once they understood the affordances of certain game 

elements. Arguably, this is not what you optimally want to achieve in a survival horror 

experience as the increase in safety naturally makes the game less scary. Most 

participants managed to understand the affordances of the UI elements excluding the 

health UI element. Once you interact with the monster it is easy to perceive its purpose 

in the game which is trying to chase down and kill the player. Yet, participants could not 

understand the unpredictable behaviour of the monster because they couldn’t perceive 

what boundaries the monster inherits in the ways it can track, find and hunt you. This 

can be attributed to participants declining ability to identify affordances because of fear. 

For example, some participants thought the monster would be alerted from hearing 

sounds triggered by the player, whether it be footsteps or firing of the revolver. This was 

not a feature of the game but it is interesting nonetheless and something that will 

definitely be mentioned later on in this thesis (See 6.3 Future Work). This finding can 

be attributed to the restriction of visual information and increased emphasis on audio-

visual information. This appears similar to the method used by Kurczak (2011) where 
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he evaluated between portraying information through visual displays and ambient audio. 

Participants would pay more attention to the audio-visuals in our prototype with the lack 

of visual information. Both in our case and for Kurczak, putting heavy emphasis on 

audio-visual information led to poor performance but a increase in immersion. We didn’t 

heavily explore or make use of audio-visuals as much as we’d like in our prototype since 

it became clear that participants reacted fully to the minimal audio-visual information 

they were presented. 

It became apparent that participants felt less confident trying to control the monster 

considering it interacts with the game world differently from the player. Once 

participants found out that the monster could pass through some walls and through the 

floor they became startled and less safe and confident because they could not perceive 

this as an outcome that the monster could perform. The monster turned out to be quite 

interesting in this study because the initial affordance was made clear by the participants 

that it tried to stalk and kill you. However, the monster can be perceived through several 

affordances as it is not restricted to just one sole affordance. These affordances are how 

it interacts with the player, the game elements and the game world itself. The monster is 

portrayed as a shadow with glowing red eyes and it would seem logical that it could pass 

through solid objects since the monster is not a solid object itself. Yet, this was not 

perceived by the participants as a possible outcome and therefore made them question 

the affordances of the monster, which in return made them feel less safe and far more 

scared. The monster also interacts with the game world where it normally spawns 

randomly and patrols through the game world, both inside and outside the house. 

However, the monster can also teleport which is determined if the participant stays 

around in the same place for too long. This is a good example of demonstrating the 

version of affordances as defined by Norman (1988) where he mentions an object as an 

affordance can afford more than one thing which is related to the affordances of the 

monster. If it was not possible at all to perceive the affordances of the monster the game 

would become unfair. This appears similar to the category by King (2015) titled 

surprising movements or jump scares which King applies to threats that isn’t shown 

directly but instead from an unsuspecting angle. The threats can also perform surprising 

movements by quickly rushing towards the player. These prompts scare the player and 

due to their fleeting nature, they have no time to adjust.  

Based on our results, the challenge in survival horror games should lie in 

overcoming the restrictions in gameplay. The restriction in the user interface contributed 
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to the player experience both in how it is perceived and utilized. The restricted user 

interface led to increased difficulty which participants enjoyed. The restriction also 

involved designing the UI elements as diegetic elements allowing players to be 

immersed with the game world and act as a part of it. The UI elements as affordances 

were easy to perceive while the rest of the game especially the monster was more 

difficult to apprehend.  

 
6.2 Limitations  

As we wished to have more than seven participants in this thesis, this could not 

have been achieved with the time we had at hand. The development of the prototype 

and the test phase was time consuming. The choice of participants was also a 

limitation considering all the participants were male, around the same age group, were 

frequent gamers and had previous experiences with multiple games of the survival 

horror genre. Considering this was a thesis of qualitative form, we argue that it was 

more important to be able to analyse a few players experiences thoroughly than 

prioritizing quantity over quality.  

The health UI element was heavily criticized by the participants as they weren’t 

certain what purpose it served. Even when the function of the health UI element was 

the established, it became apparent that it did not serve any purpose whatsoever 

considering its prominent for participants to instantly die once the monster came close 

enough to the player. To further address as previously mentioned, participants felt that 

they became less immersed while using the element considering it didn’t follow the 

diegetic theme that the rest of the UI elements followed. Many participants addressed 

their opinions on how they would design a UI element for portraying health while 

some insisted on re-designing the element to allow players to walk or sprint faster. 

They suggested that the representation of health should be visible at all times through 

using the existing function of heartbeat beating faster based on the player's amount of 

health. 

We felt very limited in how we could properly answer our research question with 

how the prototype was designed and what data we could extract to attempt to answers 

it. A suggestion that came late in the process of this thesis was the idea of having two 

different versions; one with having the restricted user interface exist as diegetic 

elements in the game world as normal and the other being having all UI elements be 

active on the screen at once on a HUD in a non-diegetic manner. However, 
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considering we never decided to go through with this design choice, there is not much 

to discuss in terms of limitations. The idea is however described further down below 

based on what impact it can serve in future implementations of this thesis. 

 

6.3 Future Work  

Hopefully this paper will serve as an inspiration on how the restriction of visual 

information can increase the player experience. We hope that digital games can evolve 

to a point where every game element exists as a diegetic element in the game world. 

The user interface acts as the source of information for the player and as a context on 

how the player can interact with the game. Restricting this type of information is a 

delicate process as it can make or break the player experience. We found in our results 

that a restricted user interface did make a positive contribution to the player 

experience. However, we did not have any participants that were female, from several 

different age groups, had little to no experience with games of the survival horror 

genre or games overall. It is entirely possible that a restricted user interface can be 

seen as a negative aspect towards people that aren't familiar with games, especially in 

the survival horror genre. We believe this can be easily be established by providing the 

method described previously of having two versions of our game: one with restricted 

diegetic user interface and one with non-diegetic user interface on a HUD. A future 

work that could be passed from this thesis would be designing a tutorial for a survival 

horror game by having the user interface be restricted and diegetic. The outcome 

would be to understand how effective and enjoyable this approach would be for 

learning how to play the game. 

There were to interesting findings extracted from our results which is participant’s 

inability to properly identify affordances while scared or under stress and also how a 

game element, in our case the monster can possess several affordances with different 

ways to perceive them. These findings have some correlation to each other when used 

in practice with survival horror games. The monster was difficult to perceive because 

participants were afraid of it. This is possibly because players don’t have enough time 

to process the affordances of the monster because they are under stress to try and run 

and survive. In the meantime, the player the becomes more and more scared of the 

monster because they are never really able to process what the monster is capable of 

besides chasing the player. These findings are very important in the scientific field of 
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survival horror games in how the affordances of game objects can be designed to 

support the survival horror experience.  

 
6.4 Conclusion  

A restricted user interface did impact the player experience in survival horror 

games, both in a positive and a negative manner. The negative experiences were 

attributed from participants not completely understanding how to perceive and utilize 

certain mechanics and game elements. We argue that this normal once the user 

interface becomes restricted as it is the main source of game related information 

provided to the player. We can disclose that a restricted user interface is deemed 

enjoyable for experienced players that want a challenge. However, this might not be 

applicable to everyone especially those who aren’t experienced at all with digital 

games and for them this could be seen as an approach that could impact the player 

experience negatively.  

On the positive end, participants enjoyed the added challenges that a restricted 

user interface provided while it also helped promote the experience of horror. As a 

result, all participants performed poorly even the ones that played several hours per 

day and had previous experiences with the survival horror genre. The restriction 

hindered the skilled players from utilizing their gaming skills and ability to multitask. 

This resulted in participants feeling less confident in their gaming abilities and 

therefore less safe which they compensated by taking active participation in the game 

with total focus. Participants had different ways to play the game when engaged with 

the challenges of the game. The passive players would engage with challenges in order 

to feel safe while aggressive players engaged with challenges in order to feel in 

control. Nonetheless, the restricted user interface had overall a positive impact on the 

participant’s player experience and they addressed the restriction as an approach that 

heavily influenced their immersion with the game.     
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Appendix 1 
 For the semi-structured interview, we made use of this collection of questions.  

We also included the introduction interview which purpose is to collect general 

data from the participant. For the semi-structured interview our goal is to collect data 

about the player experience and how it is impacted by our restricted UI elements. The 

questions are followed up with follow up and prompt questions to treat the interview 

as a discussion. Once the theme has been explored fully enough or once the 

participants is done expressing themselves, the next question is introduced. Estimated 

time for the interview is at about 15 to 25 minutes.  

Pre-Game Session (General interview)  

Swedish (English)  

• Namn? (Name?)   

• Kön? (Gender?)  

• Ålder? (Age?)  

• Hur många timmar spelar du TV-spel om dagen? (How many hours do you play 

games per day?)  

• Har du några favoritspel inom survival horror genren? (Do you have any favorite 

horror/survival games?)  

Post-Game Session (Semi-structured interview)  

• Hur upplevde du att spelsessionen gick? (How did you feel the game session 

went?)  

• Kan du berätta lite om spelupplevelsen i stort? (Can you tell us a bit about the 

player experience in total?)  

• Hur tyckte du den begränsade UI:n påverkade spelupplevelsen? (How did you 

feel the restricted UI contributed to the player experience?)  

• Du använde X (element) mest, varför då? (You used X (element) the most, why?)  

• Du använde Y (element) minst, varför då? (You used Y (element) the least, 

why?)  

• Du gick mest i Z (position) under sessionen, varför då? (You went mostly to Z  
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(position) during the session, why?)  

• Har du några övriga kommentarer gällande spelupplevelsen eller prototypen? 

(Do you have any further comments regarding the player experience or the 

prototype?)  

 

Appendix 2 
  
This is the statistics that we gathered before proceeding with the semi-structured 

interview.  

During the course of the game, whenever a player has an UI element active, a 

timer will run based on the chosen element. There exist timers for all five different UI 

elements as well a timer for measuring how long the player survived. The purpose of 

these statistics is to track patterns in each participant based on their choice of UI 

during the interview.  

  

• Survival: The amount of time the player survived throughout the game.  

• Health: The amount of time the player had the Health UI active.  

• Revolver: The amount of time the player had the Revolver UI active.  

• Flashlight: The amount of time the player had the Flashlight UI active.  

• Compass: The amount of time the player had the Compass UI active.  

• Watch: The amount of time the player had the Watch UI active.   


