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This project examines the application and use of dead-ends for practical level design.  

Additionally it looks at several reward systems associated with dead-end areas and the 

effectiveness at different level design techniques to lead players into certain areas.  This 

thesis includes a test level created using the Hammer editor in Half-Life 2: Episode 2.  The 

choice of this editor is due primarily to its frequent use in other non-related projects and the 

large amount of online and offline support provided for troubleshooting. 

The results of this thesis suggest that dead-end gameplay is not detrimental to overall 

gameplay experience, but instead that the amount of interactivity the player experiences with 

the dead-end area is the important factor.  Results further suggest that players tend to respond 

more strongly to scripted events and items than factors such as lighting or open doorways. 
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Nomenclature 
FPS First-Person Shooter: A game in which the player experiences 

gameplay from a first-person perspective through the eyes of the main 

character.  These games typically involve a shooting element such as 

firearms to emphasize the perspective.  Half-Life 2, and Quake 4 are 

examples of this type of game. 

RPG Role-Playing Game: A type of game in which the player takes on the 

persona of a character, or group of characters and experiences a story 

or adventure.  These types of games generally involve a growth system 

of “leveling up” as well as special battle systems that allow players to 

control multiple characters at once in a tactical manner.  An example 

of this type of game is Valkyrie Profile. 

Sandbox A sandbox game is a game that emphasizes exploration and 

open-ended goals, in which the player receives little (if any) 

guidance from the designer.  An example of this type of game 

is Grand Theft Auto 3. 

Hit The player has “Hit” a dead-end area if he is forced to retrace his 

steps, activates a scripted event in the dead-end area, or interacts with 

NPCs in the area of the dead-end. 

Miss The player has “Missed” a particular dead-end if they complete the 

level without meeting the criteria for “Hiting” a dead-end. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Section 1.1: Dead-End Level Design 

Level design involves many aspects, from the placement of game objects to texture 

choices and combinations.  Depending on the genre and game engine, the choices that level 

designers make with regard to these aspects may be wildly different.  However there are 

some common elements to level design which all designers recognize, due to the base level at 

which these elements influence the design of a game. 

It is a fairly common belief in game design that having dead-ends in a level is bad. 

Tim Willits, of id Software says of first-person-shooter (FPS) deathmatch levels, “Build with 

as few dead ends as possible-they're [sic] best built with none.” (Nehalem.) In the context of 

a multiplayer deathmatch game this idea is true, though it applies to single player games as 

well. Games like Quake 4 (Raven Software 2005) and Halflife 2 (Valve 2004) contain 

several dead-end areas as part of their single player campaigns.  These dead-ends serve to 

advance the plot while making the game experience seem more realistic by changing the 

level as the player backtracks.  Quotes like these however do not address non-FPS style 

games, but the ideas and reasoning hold true across several game genres.   

The concept of a “sandbox” game is another trend in the game industry.  These types 

of games utilize open ended worlds where the player is free to explore with little guidance 

from the designer outside of small goals.  Because these types of games rely on giving the 

player the feeling that they can go anywhere, they generally have very few dead-ends.  If the 

“sandbox” games are any indication of the game industry it is that developers see dead-ends 

as an element which does not contribute to good gameplay.  Sandbox games like Grand Theft 

Auto 3 (Rockstar 2001) and its amazing sales show that a game without any dead-ends can 

be fun, but evidence that leaving out dead-ends leads to fun gameplay does not prove that 

dead-ends themselves are harmful to gameplay. 

So are dead-ends the bane of all level design?  Or are they just another technique that 

is frequently misused and misunderstood?  This project hopes to address these concerns as 

well as others by examining player responses to dead-end gameplay and different approaches 

to making dead-end gameplay fun. 
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Section 1.2: Project Overview 
The plan to evaluate dead-end gameplay mentality involves using HalfLife 2 (Valve 

2004) to create one level with multiple dead-ends and then including a variety of game 

elements to make the level entertaining.  The next step is playtesting by a group of volunteers 

(ideally those who are already familiar with the game so that they are not preoccupied with 

learning the basics) and polling their opinions.   The polling of the playtesters must involve 

questions specifically targeting the areas of the level which involve dead-end gameplay.  The 

survey must also document the player responses to different methods of keeping the 

gameplay fun in these sections in order to determine which techniques were successful.  

After the data is collected it must be analyzed and a determination made on which 

techniques, if any, can make dead-end gameplay fun. 

Section 1.3: Project Goals 
One of the goals of this project is to determine if using dead-ends in a level is truly 

detrimental to gameplay and player experience.  Another goal of this project is to determine 

successful techniques of level design which create fun gameplay in a dead-end area.  Even if 

the evidence from this project supports the currently held belief about dead-ends it will still 

provide a meaningful study of techniques that can be used to alleviate the problems that they 

cause.  Additionally this result would serve as a measure of proof to the “common wisdom” 

of dead-ends that is prevalent in level designers today. 

Section 1.4: Hypothesis 
 The purpose of this thesis is to test several aspects about dead-end gameplay.  First it 

tests if a dead-end is inherently not fun.  To this position the thesis hypothesizes that dead-

ends, while occasionally not fun, are not inherently bad design.  The second thing tested in 

this thesis is if a dead-end can be fun for a player and examines many different level design 

techniques to keep the player engaged and interested in the level.  To this idea the thesis 

hypothesizes that, yes, a dead-end can be fun under the right circumstances.  Finally this 

thesis tests the different ways to lead players into dead-ends, an idea applicable to other areas 

of level design.  For this final idea, the thesis hypothesizes that players will respond most 

strongly to light and sound. 
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Chapter 2:  Field Review 
Section 2.1: What is a Dead-End? 

This thesis defines dead-ends as follows: 

A dead-end in a level is an area of a level which both 

1. forces the player to backtrack or otherwise retrace his steps and 

2. does not  provide essential gameplay   

The first point, forcing the player to backtrack, is the more common element of a dead-end.  

If a new path opens up, in a seemingly closed room, or if the player can somehow be 

teleported to another area, then that part of the level is not a dead-end.  The presence of an 

alternate path defeats the purpose of a dead-end which is to cause the player to backtrack.   

  

Figure 2.1: Basic Dead-End Example  Figure 2.2: Non-Dead-End Example 
 

Figure 2.1 and 2.2: An example of a basic dead-end (left) and an area which is not a dead-end (right) 

The second part of the definition, that a dead-end does not provide essential gameplay, means 

that the player is not required to enter the dead end to complete the level.  While this does not 

exclude the dead-end from having a reward of some sort, such as a powerup or item, it does 

mean that anything it does contain must not be essential for completion of a level.  If a room 
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with only one entrance contains a key that the player must have to finish a level, it is hardly a 

dead end, because the player makes progress through the level simply by entering it and 

picking up the key.  Additionally any reward found in a dead-end must not unbalance the 

gameplay for the rest of the level.  If the player finds the only rocket launcher in a dead-end 

of a level then the area is no longer a dead-end because it significantly changes the gameplay 

mechanics for the rest of the level if the player chooses to explore it. 

 

Figure 2.3: Critical Path Example 
Figure 2.3: Even though the layout is the same as Figure 2.1, this area is not a dead-end because it contains 

essential gameplay 

This definition of dead-end does not specify the direction of travel, which means that 

a dead-end can have the player traveling in any direction, including vertically, as long it 

contains some kind of blocking element that forces the player to retrace his steps.  

Additionally this definition does not specify the number of portals (doorways, windows, air 

vents, etc.) into and out of a given dead-end area.  However, regardless off the number of 

portals in a room, that room is not a dead-end unless only one of the portals acts as both the 

entrance and the exit.  This means that an area of a level can be a dead-end without appearing 

to be an enclosed space. 

One important issue that this definition does not address is player visibility.  The 

reason for this is because visibility does not factor into a dead-end when it comes to games.  

Regardless of whether or not the player can see beyond the dead-end area, it is still possible 
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for the level designer to make it impossible for the player to continue (though the use of 

blocking volumes, which are like invisible walls to block the player, or height maps, which 

can create hills and valleys that the player character cannot climb).  Dead-ends at the edges 

of cliffs overlooking a cityscape or dead-ends into transparent force-fields are still dead-ends 

as long as they adhere to the other principles explained earlier.  In fact, transparent dead-ends 

can be used to give levels the appearance of being larger than they actually are (this 

technique is described in more detail later). 

  

Figure 2.4: Line of Sight Dead-End  Figure 2.5: Teleport Non-Dead-End 
Figure 2.4 and Figure 2.5: Line of sight (left) is not a factor in dead ends, if the player can see beyond the door 

but not pass it, it is still a dead end. Player path (right) determines whether an area is a dead-end by the breakage 

of game flow. 

 The most important factor in any dead-end mentioned in this thesis is that it breaks 

the flow of the player’s path and forces the player to backtrack. 

Section 2.2: The Infinite Dead-End 
There is a final type of dead-end which does not fit very well with the definition 

mentioned previously and is only tangential in nature to the thesis as a whole.  The “infinite” 

dead-end is a type of dead-end seen more commonly in Role-Playing Games (RPGs) in 

which the player may advance forever in a single direction without ever reaching the end of 

the area.  This type of level construction is partially circular in nature.  A part of a level sends 

the player back to the entrance of the area if the player tries to leave using the wrong exit.   
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Usually in these types of dead-ends, the only way to leave and continue playing the game is 

to backtrack out of the entrance, thus reversing the flow as the previous definition implies.  

However this “infinite” dead-end does not require the user to retraces his exact steps, but 

only to retrace them part-way.  Due to limitations of the Half-Life Engine (and many first-

person style games) this thesis will not examine the implications of this type of dead-end, nor 

will examples of it be included in the test level. 

Section 2.3: Why are Dead-Ends Bad? 
The first important issue that must be addressed about dead-ends in video games is 

what exactly causes them to negatively affect gameplay.  Only from this knowledge is it 

possible to develop strategies to allow dead-ends to be fun. 

One of the most significant negative impacts of dead-ends in level design is in the 

area of flow.  Ed Byrne writes “Laziness or neglect of ‘unpopular’ areas of a level can often 

kill the flow.  If both directions at a T-junction seem equally intriguing to players, you cannot 

punish them for picking the wrong one by simply making it a long, boring dead end (Byrne 

2006).” In this case dead-ends are presented as negative, a punishment for players that should 

be avoided because it disrupts the flow of the level.  However, Byrne continues on to say that 

“Forcing the player to backtrack through a level can be an interesting game element if the 

level has changed sufficiently in the meantime or there are new challenges on the way back 

(Byrne 2006).”  Flow is something inherent to all levels and something that significantly 

contributes to the game experience.  In many video game levels the player has a single goal, 

in which he moves forward through the level in order to reach the goal.  The introduction of a 

dead-end disrupts the forward moving flow of the level.  Additionally, the pacing is also 

disrupted by dead-ends. 
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Figure 2.6: Dead-End in Hellgate London 
A dead-end in Hellgate: London, note that the player cannot continue forward (Flagship 2007) 

The negative view of dead-ends is similarly present in this quote from a paper on 

level design for first-person-shooters which states that a “design failed if it isn’t possible for 

one of the teams to place a bomb on a bomb target, because it … is located in a dead-end 

passage where the opponent easily can kill the player…” (Güttler 11.)  This quote implies 

that dead-ends have an added problem in FPS style games because they serve to trap the 

player in an area where they cannot escape from their enemies (in addition to forcing them to 

backtrack).  This idea extends to many other genres of games in which players encounter 

enemies in an enclosed area. 

Section 2.4: Can Dead-Ends be Good? 
Having briefly examined the negative side of dead-ends the opposite position must be 

examined as well, namely the proposition that “Dead-ends can provide meaningful 

gameplay”.  A website on maze psychology notes that: “Having passage loops or detached 

walls can make a Maze harder, since it's easy for one to know they're on a wrong path when 
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they hit a dead end, however if they go around in circles they can visit the same path many 

times before they know they should be somewhere else” (Pullen 2006). This would imply 

that games which contain gameplay similar to those of traditional mazes (such as puzzle 

games) can benefit from dead-ends by using them to increase the difficulty.  This quote also 

implies that dead-ends can help with directing the player to certain areas because with a 

looping area, a player might not realize where he needs to go. 

From a level designer’s perspective, another positive effect of dead-ends is that they 

can be used to give the illusion of space without actually providing it.  As an example, this 

area from Quake 4 uses a dead end to give such an illusion. 

 

Figure 2.7: Disguised Dead-End 
A disguised dead-end in Quake 4 made of boxes 

The boxes that are stacked up in this picture are completely impassable by the player, but 

give the player an impression that the level continues beyond this point.  From an artistic 

standpoint the dead-end is good because it allows the creation of levels which appear to be 

larger than they actually are.  Gameplay wise however, this dead-end suffers from the same 

issues as many others; it forces the player to retrace his steps and, at the same time, killing 
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the flow of progression.  Additionally, for this particular dead-end, it is not clear that the path 

is blocked; it is doubly frustrating to a player if an area blocks his path without a reasonable 

excuse. 

Another purpose for dead-ends is to provide options for the players.  The path to the 

goal in many RPG dungeons is usually fairly obvious, however dead-ends still exist to allow 

players to explore them.  It is not uncommon for these dead-ends to contain secrets or 

rewards for the player in the form of treasure.  When these areas are optional (as in not 

required for the completion of the level), they become dead ends which contain options for 

the player.  The dungeons in Valkyrie Profile (tri-Ace 1999) are examples of this idea.   

 

Figure 2.8: Valkyrie Profile Dead-End 
A dead-end area of Valkyrie Profile.  The player cannot continue moving left.  The reward for entering this 

dead-end is the treasure on the ground. 

Valkyrie Profile, as an RPG style game with platforming elements, contains explorable 

dungeons which sometimes lead the player into a dead-end.  However, in the case of 

Valkyrie Profile, the dead-ends are not only part of the maze style gameplay (since the goal 

of many dungeons is to find the boss at the end) but also the dead-ends serve as optional 

areas for players that prefer to explore.  Many of the dead-end areas in this game, as well as 

other RPG games with dungeons, contain treasure or a bonus item which, while not essential 

to completing the dungeon, serve to reward the player even though he has chosen the wrong 
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path.  The problem with this system however, is that the player still has to backtrack.  After 

the player picks up the treasure at the dead-end in Valkyrie Profile he usually has to travel 

back along a path he has already cleared, which is generally uninteresting.  Additionally, 

while it would seem that adding enemies along the path back would be a solution to this 

problem, it does not address the potential frustration that might occur.  The player may feel 

punished by the additional enemies, because he had to fight them passing in both directions. 

Section 2.5: Issues Related to the Dead-End Proposal 
One issue that has prevented research in this area is the profit driven nature of game 

development.  Because it is financially unsound to create a game which is not fun, and level 

designers believe that dead-ends are an element which reduces fun in games, it is not 

something that any reasonable company would take a chance to explore.   On the contrary, it 

is something they try to avoid since it reduces the risk that the players will dislike the game.  

Additionally, even in non-professional game development (such as mod communities), fun is 

still an issue and levels consisting of many dead-ends are not something that people would 

normally make.  However, it is still fairly common to find dead-ends in certain types of 

games.  Games which contain mazes as part of the gameplay such as RPGs and puzzle games 

still have the occasional dead-end area.  There are even games that create dead-ends for 

players as a result of the gameplay. 

One instance of a game which creates dead-ends for the player is Champions of 

Norrath (Snowblind Studios 2005).  The system in this game generates dungeons randomly 

using pieces which fit together in specific ways to generate replayablilty in the form of 

continually changing dungeon maps. 
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Figure 2.9: Random Dead-End 
The map shown in the upper right section of the image shows part of the random map generation in Champions 

of Norrath 

Because the system cannot generate maps forever, it must at some point generate a dead-end 

for the player in order to herd him to the exit.  Truly any game that constructs maps using 

interchangeable parts is subject to introducing dead-end areas, as was the case with the 

dungeons in Guild Wars: Eye of the North (ArenaNet 2007).  While this game did not use 

randomly generated dungeons as in Norrath, it did use interchangeable dungeon pieces. 
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Figure 2.10: Reusable Dead-End 
Guild Wars: Eye of the North, reuses this room in several of its dungeons, each time with different exits 

Many of the rooms in the 18 multi-level dungeons featured in the game appear in at least two 

different dungeons.  Each of the rooms contains several portals to other rooms which can be 

either connected to other rooms or blocked off and turned into dead-ends.  By connecting the 

rooms in different ways and blocking off different areas, the creators of this game were able 

to create many of the dungeons in the game in a shorter time period than it would have taken 

if they had created original rooms for each dungeon.  However, this does not change the fact 

that these dead-ends can be frustrating or confusing for players since the same room in two 

different dungeons may have different dead-ends despite having the same appearance. 

Section 2.6: Games that use Dead-Ends 
Currently dead-ends are something that are avoided in most games, however this is 

not to say that dead-ends are not still prevalent in games.  Many FPS style games especially 

focus on having very few dead ends in order to keep the action moving.  Paul Jaquays 

(Ensemble Studios) says that “Long hallways with no exits are bad. Avoid forcing players to 

make long trips to dead-end rooms-even to get good power- ups” (Nehalem).  The addition of 

several dead ends in these games is counter to the idea of fast pacing (which is a driving 
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theme of nearly every FPS game to date), because a player that reaches a dead end must then 

retrace his steps in order to keep moving.  Dead ends are more common in games which 

prioritize exploration such as strategy games or RPGs.  The examples cited in the previous 

section such as Valkyrie Profile, Guild Wars, and Champions of Norrath, are all games 

which contain strong RPG and exploration elements.  Other genres such as FPS and strategy 

games, tend to stay away from them as much as possible, though as the Quake 4 example 

from earlier shows, it is still inevitable to have them sometimes.  In competitive multiplayer 

games however, especially FPS games like Unreal Tournament, the maps contain many exits 

to all available spaces so that they do not trap players.  Only rarely do these maps contain 

dead-end areas with only one entrance and exit.  Even in these rare cases, it is usually for 

some greater gameplay purpose, such as an objective which can advance a victory condition, 

such as a capture point or an assault objective.  Going by the previous definition of a dead-

end stated earlier in this document, these are hardly dead-ends worth considering. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
Section 3.1: Research Goals 

The primary goal of this thesis is to examine the idea that dead-end gameplay is 

inherently not fun, and gather evidence that supports or contradicts it.  Additionally this 

thesis examines the use of several techniques which may create an entertaining gameplay 

experience when applied to dead-end areas or a level.  Finally this thesis also examines 

player response to dead-ends and if a player’s gaming background contributes to how they 

perceive dead-end gameplay. 

Section 3.2: The Dead-End Level 
 The test level is a map in Half-Life 2 universe using the Source engine.  This is a 

linear level with only one critical path.  All other paths in the level are dead-ends.  Each 

dead-end in the level uses a different technique to attempt to entertain players.  There are two 

exceptions to this; the first dead-end and the seventh dead end do not contain any rewards for 

the player outside of simple visual elements (a leaking pipe and a flickering television 

respectively).  The exception dead-ends are controls which measure the player’s perception 

of a standard dead-end without any level design techniques applied.  This level assumes that 

testers are at least marginally familiar with the mechanics of FPS gameplay and does not 

attempt to teach the player any of the game mechanics.  The difficulty of the level is slightly 

easier than that of standard Half-Life 2 gameplay in order to encourage players to explore.  

The level contains a small number of enemy units as well as an absence of trap areas in order 

to achieve a more forgiving dynamic. 

 One issue which influences the design of this level is that the player may not choose 

to travel into a dead-end area.  Since a dead-end area by definition is a path which does not 

lead to the end of the level, the player can always make a choice between the dead-end and 

the main path.  Therefore, the level must use several level design strategies such as lighting 

or gestalt composition for leading the player in order to ensure that the player travels down as 

many dead-ends as possible.  Additionally, the level uses techniques more than once and in 

different combinations to increase the likelihood of a player encountering all techniques at 

least once during the play session.  
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Section 3.3: Level Design Techniques 
No project can test every possibility; it is not possible to test all methods for creating 

entertaining dead-ends.  This thesis concentrates on the methods of item rewards, scripted 

events, and vistas.   

The first method of generating fun in a dead-end is by placing an item such as health 

or ammo in a dead-end area.  As per the definition from earlier, the amount of health or 

ammo must be insignificant when compared to the greater gameplay experience.  Since this 

is a simple and common technique for many games it is one of the more obvious choices to 

use.   

Another method of making dead-ends entertaining is the use of scripted events.  For 

this technique, an interesting event occurs when players enter the dead-end area.  This 

technique has a variety of applications from entertaining the player with a scene where an 

enemy shoots himself in the foot, to tricking the player by collapsing part of the hallway in 

front of him as he travels down a path.  The important part about this technique is that it can 

disguise a dead-end as a true path.  By disguising a dead-end as a true path accomplishes two 

goals; first it makes it more likely that the players chose to travel towards the dead-end 

believing it is a longer path, and second it serves to entertain the player through surprise or 

shock when the path stops.  Conversely, the test level must include a true path that appears to 

be a dead end, either through a path that opens up as the play approaches or by another 

method such as hiding the exit with lighting techniques or entity placement.  This technique 

actually has two advantages since it can simultaneously test a player’s reaction to dead-end 

areas while also manipulating the player into other dead-ends. 
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Figure 3.1: Obvious Dead-End 
 

 

Figure 3.2: Obscured Dead-End 
Figure 3.1 and 3.2: An obvious dead-end (top) versus an obscured dead end (bottom) in Half-Life 2 
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The last technique, the use of vistas, involves crafting an interesting scene for a player 

to see when he reaches the dead-end.  The vista is similar to a scripted event, and may 

contain scripted elements, but unlike a scripted event the focus is on aesthetics of the scene 

rather than the gameplay impact. 

Section 3.4: Level Design Document 

Quick Summary 
Gordon Freeman must escape a resistance base that is under attack by the Combine.  
Combine units try to cut off Gordon’s escape while resistance members assist him.  This is a 
single player mission with no time limit that takes place in the Half-Life universe. 

Gameplay Overview 

Gameplay Flow 
A Combine attack interrupts Gordon Freeman in the middle of a Resistance meeting in Alkar 
Research Labs.  Gordon must quickly escape the facility before the Resistance is 
overwhelmed.  He runs through the mazelike facility until he reaches a secret room that leads 
into tunnels below the base. 

1. Resistance members tell Gordon Freeman to escape the facility 
2. Combine attack in first hallway 
3. Hallway battle between Combine and Resistance 
4. Avoiding a Combine ambush 
5. Escape to the secret tunnels 

Objective Summary 

�  Primary Objective: Escape from the Resistance base 
�  Escape the Meeting Room 
�  Avoid the Combine invaders 
�  Assist the Resistance members defending the Communications room 
�  Avoid the Combine ambush 
�  Navigate a path to the entrance to the tunnels and escape 
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Technical Overview 

Campaign 

�  Name: Dead-End Freeman 
�  Position in Campaign: First mission in two mission campaign 

o Gordon Freeman finds himself in a Resistance base situated in an abandoned 
research lab at a Resistance war meeting. 

Mission Location 

�  Theme/Mood: Run down and dilapidated construction with boxes and crates adding 
to the messy feel, contrasted in areas by new and advanced Combine technology 

�  Setting: Alkar Research Labs, once abandoned, now serving as a Resistance base 
�  Time: Afternoon 
�  Season: Spring 
�  Weather: Clear skies with some clouds 

Mission Difficulty 

�  Starting: 1/5 (A few weak combine units) 
�  Middle: 2/5 (Single more powerful combine units) 
�  Ending: 2/5 (Single more powerful combine units) 

Mission Metrics 

�  Difficulty: 2/5 
�  Average Play Time: About 12-15 minutes 
�  Max Length: Approx 750ft 
�  Max Area: Approx 340ft x 280ft 
�  Max New Characters: 0 
�  Max Visual Themes: 3 

o Resistance Controlled Area 
o Constested Area 
o Escape Tunnels 
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Technical Details 

Level Atmosphere/Mood 
This level gives off a run down feeling prevalent in many Resistance controlled areas.  The 
lab is falling apart in some places, made worse by attacks from The Combine.  Areas of the 
lab still controlled by the Resistance are dirty and contain supplies and boxes stacked 
haphazardly.  The lights in most areas flicker and spark to show how the area is falling apart.  
The Combine controlled areas are an exception since they contain new equipment such as 
shield generators and floor lights.  Sound effects utilize white noise and creaking beams to 
give the player a sense of a run down building. 

Story 

�  Intro: Resistance members tells Gordon that he needs to escape and that someone will 
be able to help him once he gets out of the area.  The Combine attempt to break down 
the door to the room that Gordon and other Resistance members are in.  The 
resistance members attempt to barricade the door while Gordon escapes out a 
different exit. 

�  In-Game: Shouts from resistance members and radio chatter from Combine echo 
through the hallways.  Occasionally an explosion rocks the complex as Combine 
break open new access points using explosives.  

�  Extro: When Gordon reaches the escape tunnels a hidden resistance member appears 
and offers to escort him to the rendezvous point. 

 
Major Areas/Visual Themes 

Courtyard 

�  Text Description: This area contains a stone fountain centerpiece surrounded by stone 
walls in a grass field.  Other than the centerpiece, only a few crates and boxes fill the 
courtyard.  Two entrances lead into the main lab building and a wall around the 
courtyard marks it as an entryway that visitors used to pass through when coming to 
the lab.  From the outside the lab has tall rows of windows along white plastered 
walls.  The courtyard is visible only from a certain window in the level and plays a 
scripted sequence of Combine units breaking into the lab when viewed. 

o Visual References 
o Terrain/Vegetation: None 
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Vines grow on the walls of the courtyard 

 

o Models/Architecture 

 
Courtyard Centerpiece, model 

 
Courtyard Centerpiece, grass replaces cobblestones 
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Courtyard Centerpiece (Walls replace buildings) 

 

 
Wooden gates cover the entrances 

o Textures/Lighting 
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Tall windows texture example 

 
o Characters/Vehicles: See actors section for images 

�  Combine Metropolice 
�  Combine Soliders 

Resistance Controlled Areas 

�  Text Description: White walls and ceilings characterize these areas as well as many 
arched doorframes.  Broken electronic equipment and other miscellaneous junk 
strewn around the room give the lab a feeling of neglect.  Crates and boxes of 
supplies scattered about haphazardly in many of the rooms, and salvaged Resistance 
equipment gives it the feeling of a temporary housing facility. 

�  Visual References 
o Terrain/Vegetation: None 
o Models/Architecture 

 
Archway geometry 
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Another archway example 

 
Hallway with arches at regular intervals 

 
Arch into a dead-end 
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Miscellaneous clutter example 

 
Cabinets along the walls 

 
o Textures/Lighting 

 
Dirty ceiling tile example 



Masters Thesis             The Guildhall at SMU 
 

Robert Gee 25 6/27/2008 

 
Hanging light illumination 

 

 
Square fluorescent lights 

 

 
Window receive some light from outside 
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o Characters/Vehicles: See actors section for images 

�  Combine Metropolice 
�  Combine Soldiers 

Contested Areas/Battle Zones 

�  Text Description: Contested areas are visually similar to Resistance Controlled areas, 
with a few significant differences.  Blood splatters across the walls and bullet shells 
on the ground give the impression that battles have happened recently.  Broken boxes 
and crates show the intensity of the battles that have occurred.  Additionally, 
contested areas occasionally have combine equipment set up, most notably shield 
walls, but also smaller pieces such as lights and machines. 

o Terrain/Vegetation: None 
o Models/Architecture 

 
Shield Wall 1 

 
Shield Wall 2 
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Television screen with camera image 

 
o Textures/Lighting: See previous images 

 
Tiled floor example 

 
o Characters/Vehicles: See actors section for images 

�  Combine Metropolice 
�  Combine Soldiers 
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Area 4: Escape Point 

�  Text Description: The route to the escape point feels neglected and run-down.  The 
brick walls and tiled floors decorating this area duller than the earlier lab portion of 
the level.  Increased dirt and junk in this area make it seem like nobody comes this 
way most of the time.  As the player gets closer to the escape elevator, the area 
becomes more and more run down, so much so that the earth around the corridors has 
broken through the walls at certain points. 

�  Visual References 
o Terrain/Vegetation: None 
o Models/Architecture 

 
Block corner and lighting example 

 

 
Alcove example 
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Pipes indicate underground area 

 
Boxes and clutter to indicate disarray 

 
o Textures/Lighting: See previous section 

 
Wall texture 
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Lighting example 

 
Broken plaster texture 

 
Broken tile texture 
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o Characters/Vehicles: See actors section for images  
�  Combine Metropolice 
�  Combine Soldiers 

Map Objectives 

�  Primary 
o Get to the escape point 
o Kill or avoid Combine units 

�  Secondary: 
o Find extra health 
o Find extra ammo 
o Find extra energy 

�  Bonus: None 
�  Hidden: None 

Challenge Highlights 

�  Combat:  
o Combine Metropolice (weak) 
o Combine Soldiers (average) 

�  Stealth: None 
�  Puzzles: 

o Avoiding Combine ambush in the basement 
�  Conversation: None 
�  Boss Battles: None 

Water Cooler Moments 

�  Combine breaking through ceiling in first room 
�  Courtyard vista 
�  Combine versus Resistance showdown in Communications room 
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Actors 

Player 

�  Model(s): None 
�  Inventory:  

o Starting Inventory: Pistol, Crowbar, Gravity Gun, Shotgun 
o Collected from Enemies: Submachine-gun 

�  Start Location: Meeting Room 
�  Motives/Objectives:  

o Escape from Alkar Research Labs 
o Defeat Combine 
o Help Resistance members 

Key Actors 

�  None 

Supporting Actors 

Resistance Member 

�  Model(s): Male/Female Resistance members, Resistance soldiers and Resistance 
medics 

�  Inventory: Depends on type, usually submachine-guns or pistols 
�  Motives/Objectives: Help Gordon Freeman, kill Combine units 
�  Uses in Level: Assistance to player, ambience 

 

Combine Metropolice 

�  Model: Metropolice 
�  Inventory: Pistol or Submachine-gun and Manhack 
�  Motives/Objectives: Kill Gordon Freeman and Resistance members 
�  Uses in Level: Basic Enemy 
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Combine Soldier 

�  Model: Soldier 
�  Inventory: Submachine-gun or Shotgun and Grenades 
�  Motives/Objectives: Kill Gordon Freeman and Resistance members 
�  Uses in Level: Average Enemy 

 
 

Key Assets 

�  Weapons/Ammo 
o Submachine gun from defeated Combine Metropolice 
o Ammo for all weapons, including starting weapons 

�  Vehicles: None 
�  Interactive Elements: 

o Combine Shield Wall: These walls block Gordon from passing, but allow 
Combine units through 

User Interface 

�  Pre-Game Information 
o Briefing: None 

�  In-Game Information 
o Introduction: 

�  Resistance Members:  
�  “There’s an incoming Combine force closing in on this 

location, there’s no way we can hold them back.” 
�  “Dr. Freeman, they’re after you.  We’ll hold them off while 

you escape” 
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�  “What are you waiting for Dr. Freeman?  Hurry, out the back 
door!  We’ll stall them for as long as we can.  Find your way to 
the escape tunnels in the basement.” 

o Mid-Mission: 
�  Resistance Member: “Dr. Freeman, you should get to the escape 

tunnels.  Keep heading downstairs until you find it.” 
o Conclusion: 

�  Resistance Member: “I’ve been waiting for you Doc, come on, let’s 
get out of here.  This elevator will take us to an underground network 
of tunnels, the Combine will never find you down there.”  

�  Post Game Information 
o Debriefing: None 
o Stats: None 

�  HUD Elements 
o Normal Elements Used 

�  Health 
�  Armor 
�  Ammo/Weapons 
�  Aux Power 

o Special Elements Required: None 
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Gameplay Details 

Gameplay Mechanics 

�  Prerequisite Skills:  
o Basic Movement 
o Shooting 
o Jumping 
o Gravity Gun 
o Health/Ammo Recognition 

�  Skills Learned: None 

Level Progression Chart 
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Map(s) 

Key 

 

Walkthrough/Detailed Map Description 

Overview 

 
 



Masters Thesis             The Guildhall at SMU 
 

Robert Gee 37 6/27/2008 

Area 1: First Strike 

 
�  Gameplay: This area encompasses the initial moments of the Combine attack on the 

Resistance base 
1. In the first area, resistance members tell the player to escape through the unlocked 

door while they hold back the Combine attack 
2. This dead-end is obviously not passable but contains a few interesting elements 

such as steaming pipes and a flickering lights 
3. This area appears to be a normal hallway which the player can travel down, if the 

player attempts to travel in this direction, a scripted sequence takes place in which 
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the ceiling is destroyed from the outside and a Combine unit rappels from the hole 
and attacks the player. 

4. Tests the player response to an item reward 
5. The enemies in this room are fairly weak, one Combine with a stun stick and 

another with a pistol 
6. Tests the player response to an item reward also tests the player response to an 

unknown dead-end. 
7. Exit to the next major area 

�  Dialog: 
o Mission Text 

�  Mission Objective: Escape the Rebel Base 
o Resistance Members: 

�  “Combine!” 
�  “They found us!” 
�  “Get out of here!” 

�  Visual References: See themes section 

Area 2: Breakthrough 

 
�  Gameplay: The timeframe for this area is the time when the Resistance has started 

fighting back against the Combine 
1. Entrance from previous area 
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2. A resistance member is chased into this dead end by a combine metropolice, the 
player can choose whether or not to save him 

3. A simple room with only one metropolice enemy 
4. As soon as the player gets near this room, the two sides attack each other.  Chance 

determines which side wins, the player has the option of helping the Resistance 
members, but does not have to. 

5. This dead-end is dark and contains a small flickering TV 
6. Light is coming in from a window in this room.  Outside the window the player 

can see a courtyard with Combine units running into the building 
7. Exit to next area 

�  Dialog: 
o Resistance Member 

�  When player enters: “Help!  Help me!” 
�  If saved by player: “Thanks doc, but you’d better get out of here!” 

�  Visual References: See themes section 

Area 3: Escape 

 
�  Gameplay: The final area takes place as Gordon escapes from the base 
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1. Entrance from previous area 
2. The resistance member here is injured and groans when the player is nearby. 
3. This room has only a single metropolice 
4. If the player travels down this dead end, he will be able to see the Combine 

unit in the next room hiding behind some boxes in preparation for an ambush.  
He cannot shoot the Combine unit but the Combine unit does not notice him. 

5. This locked door is actually debris which prevents the player from passing, 
but allows line of sight to the Combine unit in the next room 

6. The Combine unit in this room tries to ambush the player 
7. When the player enters the last room, the NPC greets him and reveals a secret 

elevator for him.  Entering the elevator ends the level. 
�  Dialog 

o Resistance member 
�  When player enters: “Hey over here!” 
�  While walking to hidden elevator: “I see you made it through okay, 

figured you would.  Alright Dr. Freeman, come with me, before 
another one comes.”   

�  While entering elevator: “This way.” 
�  If the player waits instead of entering the elevator: “Better hurry, 

we’ve gotta tear down this camp and get outta here.” 
�  Visual References: See themes section 

Section 3.5 Data Collection and Analysis 
Data gathering for this thesis required three separate phases:  

 First was the pre-play survey in which a player filled out a questionnaire about their 

gameplay preferences and prior experience with Half-Life 2.  This information was necessary 

since different game genres have more or less dead-end gameplay than others.    

The second step was allowing the player to play the level and gathering information 

about the path that the player chose to take and the order in which the player took actions.  

This step gathered information on the number of dead-ends that the player examined as well 

as the priority at which the player prioritized them over the completion of the level.   

Finally, the player filled out a post-game questionnaire and participated in an 

interview which asked about the areas of the level that the player found the most fun and the 

least fun.  The questionnaire and interview were broad in order to avoid asking leading 

questions that could invalidate data. 

 The pre-play survey gathered data primarily related to demographics.  The age and 

gender of the player, the number of years spent playing games and the preferred game genre 
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were part of this information.  While this data does not directly relate to the topic of 

investigating dead-end gameplay, it was important to gather so that the sample group could 

be weighted against the gameplay data.  A player who plays primarily FPS games may have 

a different perception of dead-end gameplay than a player who only plays RPGs.  

Additionally, if the player was not familiar with the Half-Life 2 mechanics then it’s possible 

that any confusion or frustration experienced during gameplay is the result of other factors 

outside dead-ends.  The pre-game survey attempted to address these types of issues.  

 The method for recording the player path was very simple and unintrusive; because 

Half-Life 2 has built-in gameplay recording.  When the map loaded, a trigger activated to 

start recording.  When the player finished the level, another trigger activated to tell the game 

to stop recording.  These “demo” files were automatically saved to a certain folder where 

they were renamed based on the number of the tester. 

 The types of questions asked in the post-game questionnaire were the most important.  

These questions had to extract from the player the important information about the dead-end 

gameplay without explicitly mentioning dead-ends.  Some of the questions answered by 

testers include: 

How did you feel about the gameplay in the level? 

The gameplay focus of the level is “dead-end gameplay,” however determining if the 

player was aware of this fact is the first step to determining if the level was fun.  If the player 

did not recognize that the gameplay was focused around dead-ends then a major goal of the 

level was achieved. 

Which part of the level did you enjoy the most, and which part did you enjoy the least? 

This is a very basic question that could apply to any area of research and thus it is a 

perfect non-leading question.  By focusing the player on the area in which the dead-end is 

located, the question avoids addressing the issue of dead-ends directly.  Additionally if the 

response to this question directly involves any areas with a high or low concentration of 

dead-ends then it will provide data for the primary issue.  For this question it was important 

that each area of the level be easily distinguishable to the player whether by in game area 
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notations and area themes, or by showing the player a map of the level and asking them to 

point out the areas in question. 

Were you confused or frustrated at any time while playing?  Why? 

Dead-end gameplay can be confusing for some players since it turns the level into a 

maze with only one exit.  Player confusion can also affect judgment and influence the 

entertainment value of any particular area of a level.  Additionally too much player confusion 

can lead to a frustrating game experience.  Therefore it was important to gather this data even 

though it may not have had a direct relation to the focus of this study. 

If you played the level again, would you have changed anything that you did? 

This question translates to: “If you know a path is a dead-end would you travel down 

it again?”  However the wording of this question makes it so that it does not influence the 

player for or against dead-ends.  If it is possible to make dead-end gameplay fun, then a 

player would likely revisit the area even knowing that he must turn around eventually. 

Did you feel like you were punished for any choices you made? 

If a player felt punished for traveling a particular path then they likely did not find 

that path to be a fun experience.  Players may also see some dead-ends as punishment and not 

others, which means this question helps differentiate the two.  Asking this question is 

sufficiently broad and does not lead the player towards the key idea of dead-ends.   

Finally, after answering the general questions players answered a set of questions 

relating directly to the dead-ends that they encountered in the level.  These questions 

included a set of corresponding pictures to help the tester remember each area.  Section 3.6 

and Appendix A contain the specifics of each question and the corresponding pictures. 

Section 3.6: Testing Forms 
 This section expands on the individual forms used for this thesis testing, and their 

individual roles and purposes in the data collection process. 

Section 3.6.1: Pre-Playtest Questionnaire 
 The pre-playtest questionnaire was the form that a playtester filled out before playing 

the test level.  It included basic questions such as gender and age as well as experience with 
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similar games.  The questionnaire further included a set of commands for playing Half-Life 2 

for unfamiliar players to reference while playing the level.  This questionnaire’s purpose was 

to collect basic demographic information as well as information on the familiarity of the 

player with Half-Life 2 and first-person shooter games. 

Section 3.6.2: Examiner Dead-End Log 
 The dead-end log was where the examiner (myself) took notes on the progress of the 

player.  It contained a map of the playable level with numbers for each of the dead-ends 

which could be easily marked as “hit” with a circle or “miss” with a cross.  This page’s 

primary purpose was to serve as a reminder for the targeted post playtest interview questions 

(section 3.6.4).  These logs may occasionally contain additional notes about issues in the 

level or player behavior.  The purpose of this log was to record any information which may 

not be reflected in the gameplay recording as well as to serve as a reference for which of the 

Targeted Interview Questions (section 3.6.4) the playtester needs to answer. 

Section 3.6.3: Post-Playtest Questionnaire 
 The post-playtest questionnaire was a series of questions and a single task for the 

playtester following the playtesting.  First the player rateed the overall gameplay experience 

on a scale of one to ten (with one being worst and ten being best) with no decimal places.  

Next the player arranged a series of cards representing elements of design into the order that 

he felt was the most positive to the most negative about the level.  These cards are labeled 

“Combat”, “Scripted Events”, “Lighting”, “Layout”, “Story”, and “Detail”.  For data 

collection, each element received a point value based on the order the playtester rates it.  

Finally the playtester answered four generic questions based on the ones shown in section 3.6 

concerning his overall feelings about the level.  The examiner recorded these answers in 

digital format using a microphone and coupled them with the questions in the Targeted Post-

Playtest Interview.  Because of the specific technological limitations incurred during the 

recording process, instructions regarding responses included a suggestion to the playtester to 

either repeat the question before he answered or to say the number/letter off the question so 

that their responses were easier to log.  This questionnaire collected general data related to 

the overall effect of several dead-ends in a level.  It collected no information related to 

specific dead-ends. 
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Section 3.6.4: Targeted Post-Playtest Interview 
 The targeted post-playtest interview was a series of eleven questions about the dead-

ends in the test map.  Based on the results of the dead-end log (section 3.6.2) the playtester 

answered only the questions related to the dead-ends he encountered.  Additionally for this 

interview the playtester referenced a series of images labeled with different letters (A-K) that 

correspond to the question.  These images served to remind the player about the different 

areas of the level before he answered the question.  This section of the data collection took 

place immediately after the previous section, so to differentiate the questions, the general 

questions of the previous section use numbers and the targeted questions of this section use 

letters.  As in the previous section, testers received instructions to state the number/letter of 

the question before their answer or to repeat the question.  The interview collected subjective 

information related to the effects of dead-ends on players such as if they felt some dead-ends 

were “fun” and as confirmation if some of the leading techniques used to draw the player to a 

dead-end were effective or not. 

Section 3.7: Schedule 
The following is a schedule of the major milestones for this thesis.  Milestones 

occurred at least once every two week and delineate major steps in the development and 

research process.  The design of the test level had a development time of approximately two 

months.  The time for testing the level after development took place over two weeks with 

another month scheduled afterwards for data analysis and integration into of the test results 

into the main thesis body. 

�  2/15/2008 – Submit proposal to supervisor for edits 

�  2/29/2008 – Have external reader 

�  3/3/2008 – Submit draft proposal to committee for review 

�  3/14/2008 – LDD first iteration complete 

�  3/20/2008 – Start whiteboxing 

�  4/7/2008 – Proposal accepted 

�  4/7/2008 – Level whitebox complete, begin gameplay pass 
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�  4/21/2008 – Level gameplay complete, begin detail/lighting pass 

�  5/5/2008 – Detail/Lighting pass complete 

�  5/25/2008 – Level complete except for minor adjustments 

�  6/3/2008 – Complete level polish, ready for testing 

�  6/5/2008 – Begin level testing 

�  6/13/2008 – Submit first draft of thesis for proofing 

�  6/20/2008 – Complete integration of data analysis into thesis 

�  6/27/2008 – Submit final thesis work to committee for review 

�  7/7/2008 – Thesis Defense 

Section 3.8: Dead-End Matrix and Overview 
 It is not possible to test every dead-end type and leading method for this thesis.  The 

test level contains a total of ten (10) dead-end areas for the player.  Each dead-end area uses 

different types of leading techniques and different types of reward systems to try and keep 

the area interesting and fun for the player.  The dead-ends are labeled from 1 to 10 for 

notation and reference use as illustrated in the following figure. 
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Figure 3.3 Level Overview Map 

An overview of the thesis map, the dead-ends are marked in the order the player encounters them. 
 

The following matrix gives an overview of the different level design techniques used in each 

dead-end area.  For this matrix, the thesis characterizes “length” as the distance the player 

must walk to reach the reward in the dead-end (if any).  The “obvious” rating is based on if 

the dead-end contains no other elements which the player can interpret as alternate routes out 

of the dead-end.  This includes locked doors and and windows into other areas.  The player 
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must be able to see clearly to the end of the dead-end from the dead-end entrance as well for 

it to be considered “obvious”.   

Table 3.1: Dead-End Matrix 

 Dead-End Number 
Dead-End Quality 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Length: Short X  X  X X   X  
Length: Medium  X  X   X X   
Length: Long          X 
End of path is visible looking in X  X    X X X  
Item Reward  X X X       
Scripted Sequence  X   X X  X X X 
Sound X X   X X  X X  
NPCs  X   X X  X X X 
Behind a door, closed or partially open      X    X 
Height Change?          X 
Uses Light to Lead  X  X   X X  X 
Uses NPC to Lead     X X   X  
Uses Movement to Lead X    X X X  X  
Uses Visible Item to Lead   X        
Is entering it dangerous?  X    X     
Obvious Dead-End? X  X      X  
Does the dead-end contain a fake door?  X   X X X X  X 

Dead-End matrix of dead-end techniques 
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Chapter 4: Results and Analysis 
Section 4.1: Survey Group Demographics 

The demographics of the survey group show that all of the testers were Guildhall 

students between 20 and 37 years of age, with an average age of 25.957.  Likely due to the 

fact that they were Guildhall students, testers were predominantly male and had a high 

familiarity with Half Life and first-person-shooter games.  Only two testers expressed 

unfamiliarity with Half Life games, and both of these testers had still played first-person 

shooters within the last three months.  There did not seem to be any correlation between 

player age and opinions concerning dead-end gameplay implied from the players’ ratings of 

level elements and post-playtest interviews. 
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Figure 4.1: Tester Hours of Games Per Week 

Chart of player video game frequency 
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Games Per Week Versus Overall Rating

7.083
7.429

7.000
6.667

0.000

1.000

2.000

3.000

4.000

5.000

6.000

7.000

8.000

9.000

10.000

1-5 Hours 6-10 Hours 11-15 Hours More than 15 Hours

Hours Per Week

R
at

in
g

 

Figure 4.2: Game Hours Versus Rating 
Average rating levels differ by very small values based on hours per week. 

Most testers played between one and five hours of video games per week.  However 

several mentioned that they used to play much more before they became Guildhall students.  

The amount of video games played per week did not seem to be a significant factor in the 

player’s opinion of dead-end gameplay. 
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Figure 4.23: Tester Game Familiarity 
Chart of player familiarity with Game Genre 
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All but one of the playtesters had played a first-person shooter game within the last 

month.  This is likely due to using many Guildhall students as playtesters.  Additionally most 

of the playtesters had played Half-Life 2 within the last month (again a result attributed to the 

quantity of Guildhall students).  While this result means that the data does not address new or 

inexperienced players well, it did help in ensuring that all players were able to complete the 

level on the first try.  Only two testers had never played a Half-Life series game before.  

These players had still played FPS games recently however.  Because of the homogenous 

nature of playtesters, there were no notable correlations between player experience and dead-

end gameplay. 

 

Section 4.2: Research Results 
The results of the research reveal some interesting trends about player behavior as 

well as information regarding the construction and layout of the map itself. Additionally the 

data suggests that certain methods for leading players to dead-ends work better than others. 

Section 4.2.1: Level Rating Analysis 
On average, players rated the overall level experience fairly high at 7.130.  The 

median and mode value were both 7 and the standard deviation was low at 1.254. 
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Figure 4.3: Average Overall Level Rating 
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This suggests that the dead-end areas did not significantly detract from the overall 

experience.  For the rating of individual level design aspects, the aspects rated as follows: 

Table 4.1: Level Element Averages 

Level Design Element Results  
 Layout Scripted Events Combat Story Detail Lighting  
Average 3.609 5.522 4.522 2.304 2.391 2.652 
Median 3 6 5 2 2 3 
Mode 3 6 5 1 2 1 
Standard 
Deviation 1.373 0.665 1.201 1.550 1.158 1.369 

Table of average ratings of level design elements 
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Figure 4.4: Comparison of Level Rating Averages 
Chart of statistical analysis of level design elements 

One surprising result of these values is that combat, which was not the focus of this map, was 

the second highest rated design element.  In order to ensure that playtesters would be able to 

complete the level and hit all of the dead-ends, combat was repeatedly reduced in successive 

iterations of the level.  Additionally all playtesters played the game on the easiest difficulty 

setting, which increases the damage that weapons deal to enemies and includes auto-aiming 

for players.  

The average result for the Layout of 3.609 (which is above the median value) 

suggests that players did not feel dead-end gameplay was as detrimental to their fun 

experience as other elements such as level of detail or dynamic lighting.  This may relate to 
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the puzzle theory idea mentioned in the field review which implies that dead-ends make areas 

easier for players to navigate.   

Finally these results also imply that scripted sequences are strong level design 

elements which can be used to make areas (including dead-ends) fun for players. 

Section 4.2.2: Completion Time Analysis 
The average time for a player to complete the level was approximately 265 seconds (3 

minutes and 25 seconds).  The standard deviation for the time for a player to complete the 

lever was fairly high at 72.597 seconds (over a minute). 

Completion Time

265.783
252 256

72.597

0.000

50.000

100.000

150.000

200.000

250.000

300.000

Completion Time

T
im

e 
(s

ec
on

ds
)

Average

Median

Mode

Standard Deviation

 
Figure 4.5: Completion Time Averages 

Average completion time varied significantly 
The discrepancy in completion time for players is likely due to their differing familiarity with 

the Half-Life gameplay and their personal preferences when it comes to playing FPS games 

(for example favoring exploration over quick completion). 

 One interesting result however is that the hours of video games per week of the 

players seemed to affect completion time.  However it was not the more avid players (more 

than 15 hours of video games per week) who completed the level fastest. 
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Games Per Week Versus Completion Time
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Figure 4.6: Gameplay Hours versus Average Time 

Average completion time was higher for more experienced gamers 
As shown in the above figure, players who had been playing video games more frequently 

tended to have longer completion times than those who played less frequently.  These results 

suggest that players who play games more often may have had different tendencies in playing 

styles while playing through the test map which made them take longer.  An example of this 

is hitting objects with the crowbar, which several players did because they believed that 

objects in dead-ends were intractable (see section 4.3 for more detail).  However this data 

does not necessarily imply that players who took longer to complete the level had a different 

impression of the dead-ends than players who completed the level quickly. 
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Figure 4.7: Completion Time versus Average Rating 

The completion time did not appear to be significant in overall level ratings 
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 The above chart shows a plot of player’s overall rating of the level versus their 

completion time.  The cluster of high ratings does not show any strong correlation between 

the time a player took to complete the level and their overall rating.  While ratings of 9 do 

drop off between 200 seconds and 250 seconds, the average distribution of the ratings is 

moderate.  A higher sample size of participants might yield more information. 
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Figure 4.8: Completion Time versus Layout 

 

Completion Time vs Scripted Events
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Figure 4.9: Completion Time versus Scripted Events 
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Completion Time vs Combat
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Figure 4.10: Completion Time versus Combat 

Continuing to examine the effects of completion time on other rating factors (specifically 

layout, scripted events and combat) shows again that there was no major correlation between 

the time it took to complete the level and the rating off these level elements.  Layout ratings 

seem to vary regardless of time, scripted event ratings were generally high in all cases and 

combat ratings do not show any particular trend either.  These results suggest that completion 

time did not strongly effect player perception of the different level elements. 

Section 4.2.3: Hit or Miss Analysis 
 On average players hit 8.391 dead-end areas and missed them 1.609 out of 10.  “Hits” 

and “Misses” are evaluated by the examiner on a per-tester basis, if the tester enters any 

dead-end more than halfway or triggers special sounds or events in certain dead-ends then he 

is considered to have “Hit” the dead end.  If a tester looks into a dead-end but does not 

attempt to enter it (or if he does not notice it to begin with), it is a “Miss”.  Of the 10 different 

dead-ends in the level no dead-end was hit on every playtest although dead-end 3 and dead-

end 8 only had one miss each.  The dead-end with the lowest visitation rate was dead-end 10. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.2: Hit/Miss By Dead-End 
Dead End Number Number of Hits Number of Misses 
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1 19 4 
2 19 4 
3 22 1 
4 18 5 
5 21 2 
6 22 1 
7 21 2 
8 22 1 
9 20 3 
10 9 14 

Table of Dead-End Hit/Miss Results 
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Figure 4.11: Hit/Miss Comparison 

Chart of Hit/Miss Results 

The high average hit rate for dead-ends coupled with the relatively high overall rating score 

for the entire level (7.130) implies that these dead-ends did not make the level significantly 

less fun to play.  Additionally, the high hit rate as well as a few of the interviews imply that 

some players just like to explore regardless of whether there are dead-ends. 

 In terms of leading techniques, the results show that only one dead-end had more 

misses than hits (dead-end 10).  Surprisingly the leading technique used for this dead-end 

was an open door versus a closed door, a technique which should work by common 

knowledge.  A large number of players opened the closed door before making a decision, and 

majority of these players chose not to take the dead-end route.  One possible reason for this 

could be that the dead-end area had a blind turn and blue lighting at the bottom of the stairs, 

while the non-dead-end area had a somewhat open room and primarily yellow lighting.  

Another reason could be due to the evaluation of Hits and Misses.  For this particular dead-
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end several players backtracked after killing the enemy NPC on the “correct” path and 

traveled to the dead-end.  However because they had killed the required NPC for the scripted 

sequence in the dead-end, it counted as a Miss. 

Section 4.3: Dead-End Tendencies 
 Analysis of the dead-end areas of the game revealed several interesting trends.  First, 

the data suggests that players don’t really register dead-ends in level design under many 

circumstances.  During the Targeted Post-Playtest Interview only a very small number of 

players even used the term “dead-end”.  Additionally the average number of dead-ends that 

players explored was high at 8.55 out of 10 dead-ends on average.  In some interviews 

players even claimed that they liked to explore these areas that they did not think would lead 

to the end of the level. 

Section 4.3.1: Near 100% Frequency Dead-Ends 
 There were three dead-ends which nearly every player explored.  Each of these dead-

ends had only one miss situation.  The first dead-end was dead-end 3, which contained two 

small armor pickups in plain sight on a table.   
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Hit/Miss Rate for Dead-End 3, 6 and 8
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Figure 4.12: Percentage Comparison for Dead-End 3,6, and 8 
Pie Chart of Hit-Miss Rates for Nearly 100% Frequency Dead-Ends 
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Figure 4.13: Dead-End 3 
Dead-End 3 contains two small battery pickups on a table.  Nearly every playtester went for these items. 

Based on the content of the targeted interviews, nearly all of the players that explored this 

dead-end did so because they recognized the items sitting on the table.  Some players did not 

recognize what the pickups did (one thought it was a health pickup) but still went to the end 

of the dead-end to pick up the item.  Only a few players did not recognize the pickups.  These 

players still said that they explored the area expecting some kind of item though.  This result 

suggests that item rewards are a strong incentive to lead players into certain areas.  

Additionally, it suggests that players will explore regardless of whether they are aware of the 

purpose of the item. 

 Dead-end 6 used NPC actions to guide the player towards it.  Many players continued 

into the doorway after they saw the enemy unit try to open the door.  Additionally, of the 

players that entered this dead-end and participated in the combat, there were a few that tried 
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to pass the shield wall in the room by shooting the supports or objects behind them.  In this 

situation the implication of another room outside of the dead-end area space caused players 

to spend extra time exploring. 

 
Figure 4.14: Dead-End 6 

A few players spent additional time in this room trying to get past the shield wall into the room behind it. 

 The third dead-end that nearly all players visited was dead-end 8, which was the vista 

scene through a window.  While not all players chose to explore this dead-end first, (when 

given the choice between this dead-end and dead-end 7), nearly all players eventually took 

this route. 
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Figure 4.15: Dead-End 8 
Dead-End 8 ended at a vista of an outside area with a small scripted sequence. 

An interesting note about this dead-end is that several players attempted to shoot the enemy 

units in the scripted sequence through the window.  Several of these players also expressed 

an interest in fighting the enemies.  The implication of this is the idea that players enjoy 

interactive vistas much more than static ones. 

Section 4.3.2: High Frequency Dead-Ends 
 Three dead-ends had only two or three misses each, giving them a fairly high 

frequency of hits.  These results suggest that the techniques used in these dead-ends are 

successful in drawing players to them.   
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Hit/Miss Rate for Dead-Ends 5 and 7
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Figure 4.16: Percentage Comparison for Dead-Ends 5 and 7 
Pie Chart of Hit/Miss rates for dead-ends with high hit frequency 

For dead-end 5 the primary technique used is sound and a scripted sequence.  A friendly unit 

calling for help and an enemy unit chasing him drew many players into this area even if they 

were unable to save the friendly unit.  Based on playtesting however, there were also other 

factors which seemed to draw players into this dead-end.  Several players that explored this 

dead-end tried to open the locked door, and others saw the small vent near the ground and 

tried to hit it with the crowbar.  This suggests that interactive objects are a strong draw for 

players and that players are willing to travel down dead-ends to play with them.  However, 

this kind of draw might be limited to Half-Life 2 gameplay since the normal Half-Life 2 

game allows players this level of interactivity. 
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Figure 4.17: Dead-End 5 

The result at dead-end 5 if the player successfully saves the freindly NPC other factors that may have 

inadvertently drawn players in include the locked door to the left and the vent behind the NPC 

 Dead-end 7 had a high frequency of hits although the reasons for this are unclear.  

Unlike the previously mentioned dead-ends dead-end 7 did not use contrasting lighting or 

sound to draw players in.  In fact, dead-end 7 is actually darker than other dead-ends in the 

level.  The targeted interview sessions suggest some possible reasons for this in section 4.3.4. 
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Figure 4.18: Dead-End 7 

Dead-End 7 is not particularly special or interactive, however many players still explored this area. 

 The final dead-end with high frequency hits but three misses was dead-end 9 which 

contained an injured rebel.  A trigger in this area caused the rebel to groan when approached 

by the player.  Additionally he slightly animates which provides a small movement element. 
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Figure 4.19: Dead-End 9 
Dead-end 9 contains only an injured rebel.  Nearly all playtesters examined this dead-end. 
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Hit/Miss Rate for Dead-End 9

87%

13%

Total Hit
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Figure 4.20: Percentage Comparison for Dead-End 9 
The Hit frequency for dead-end 9 is still fairly high, it had one more miss than dead-ends 5 and 7 

Players cited several reasons for exploring this dead-end.  Some players believed that the 

rebel would have dropped ammo or an item that could help him.  Other players heard the 

rebel groaning and approached to see if he would say anything.  One player even took the 

health pickup from the adjoining room and tried to give it to the injured rebel in an attempt to 

heal him.  Regardless of the reasoning that players gave, the data suggests that players are 

strongly attracted to NPC ally characters.  However since many of them did not explore 

dead-end 5, in which the rebel can die, it might be that living NPC characters are a stronger 

attractant than dead ones and that sound is a strong influence in determining if a seemingly 

injured NPC is alive or dead. 

 

Section 4.3.3: Moderate Frequency Dead-Ends 



Masters Thesis             The Guildhall at SMU 
 

Robert Gee 67 6/27/2008 

 Dead-end 1 and dead-end 4 both had four misses, out of the entire test sample, which 

would imply that the leading techniques used for these dead-ends were effective.   

Hit/Miss Rate for Dead-Ends 1 and 4

83%

17%

Total Hit

Total Miss

 

Figure 4.21: Percentage Comparison for Dead-Ends 1 and 4 
Many players explored or examined dead-ends 1 and 4 

One interesting note about this result is that dead-end 1 was a control dead-end, meaning that 

it did not have any particular reward for entering.  Additionally in terms of leading 

techniques it only used a single particle effect for smoke. 
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Figure 4.22: Dead-End 1 
Dead-end 1 was a control area which did not contain any rewards, however a large percentage of players 

explored this area. 

The smoke particle effect turned out to be a very significant motivator for player exploration.  

Many playtesters said that they were attracted to this dead-end because of the movement 

from the particle emitter.  A few said that they thought the area was special in some way 

because the particle effect implied a deeper meaning to the area such as destructible 

environments and hidden items. 

 Surprisingly, dead-end 4, which involved a blind turn, had equivalent results.  This 

dead-end drew players in with contrasting hallway lighting, and contained a small health 

pickup as the reward.  Additionally there was a broken piece of plaster on the walls that 

many players attempted to hit with the crowbar once they were close enough.  In terms of 

leading techniques, the results here suggest that contrasting light is a strong motivator for 
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player exploration.  The result suggests that players felt there was more to this dead-end than 

there actually was because of the broken plaster piece. 

 

Figure 4.23: Dead-End 4 
Dead-end 4 had an unexpected attraction point in the broken plaster wall. 

Section 4.3.4: Left Versus Right 
 Another interesting trend is that players favored turning left at the junction between 

dead-ends 7 and 8.  Nearly two thirds of the playteseters for this thesis level turned left at this 

particular area.  This was an unexpected result because the right area has several elements 

that seemed likely to attract players including different geometry in the bay window and a 

more contrasting lighting scheme. 
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Figure 4.24: Dead-End 7    Figure 4.25: Dead-End 8 
Dead-Ends 7 (left) and 8 (right).  The majority of players explored dead-end 7 first despite area 8 having more 

dynamic lighting and geometry. 

Players suggested several reasons for this unexpected trend in their answers to the Targeted 

Interview Question G.  One player stated that he tended to turn left normally in most games.  

Another said that he thought the left was the “wrong” way and so he wanted to explore it 

first.  Several players commented though that they explored left first because of the doorway.  

When the player approaches the junction, a trigger plays the sound of a door closing.  

Because the door on the left junction is more visible from direction that the player 

approaches the junction it may have been the factor which caused players to turn left the 

majority of the time.  Finally another important note about this tendancy is that despite the 

fact that most players turned left here, more players explored the right path than the left path.  

This means that the players that turned left were more likely to explore the right area and 

players that explored right first were not likely to explore the left area.  One possible reason 

for this can be attributed to the different angles from which the dead-ends are viewed.  If the 

player views the dead-end 7 while standing in dead-end 8, he may get a different impression 

than if he were viewing it from the junction area.  From this angle, the outline of the door in 

dead-end 7 is more obscure.  Since many players cited the door in dead-end 7 as one reason 

for exploring, it is likely that players that visited dead-end 8 first might not have noticed the 

door on their way back. 
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Junction Turn Results
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Figure 4.26: Percentage Comparison for Turn Direction 
A pie chart of the number of players that turned left versus the number that turned right shows an unexpected 

predisposition for players to turn left. 

There is also a tactical difference between the choice of dead-end 7 and dead-end 8 which 

may have affected the results.  Dead-end 8 has an open bay-window area, which is more 

exposed.  The FPS genre tends to teach players to avoid large open areas because enemies 

can attack them from multiple directions.  Since all players expressed a strong familiarity 

with FPS games, this may have been another factor which caused players to choose left over 

right.  However player interviews about this choice offer no evidence to support the theory, 

which may mean that it is incorrect or that the players did not consciously think about this 

idea. 

Only one player did not turn left or right at this junction, and instead continued 

straight forward to the next area of the level.  Because both left and right-turns are fairly 
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obvious dead-ends this is another surprising result because it implies that most players would 

rather turn at a cross junction than continue going forward. 

Section 4.4: Error Factors 
 There were a few notable issues with certain aspects of testing that may have resulted 

in some inconsistencies with data collection. 

�  For Dead-End 2: One player approached it backwards and did not see the scripted 

sequence.  For data collection, the thesis considers the player to have hit the dead-

end.  The reason for this choice that the player experienced the result of the dead-end 

(the enemy NPC attacking) and therefore was able to comment on whether or not they 

found it enjoyable and factor it into their rating of the level. 

�  For Dead-End 4: Many players attempted to hit the loose plaster static mesh with the 

crowbar.  In addition when asked about the dead-end in the post-playtest interview, 

several of them said that they thought there was a secret behind the mesh which they 

could get by hitting with the crowbar.  This may mean that players did not find the 

area interesting for the intended reason (which was the presence of an item pickup). 

�  For Dead-End 5: One player did not see the scripted sequence for this dead-end 

because he/she turned around as soon as the triggered “help me” screams activated 

and ran the other direction.  When the player eventually returned to this dead-end the 

dead rebel’s body had vanished.  The player did not visit this dead-end. 

�  For Dead-End 6: A small number of players missed the enemy unit which serves to 

lead them to this dead-end when they opened the door leading to the room before it.  

This did not seem to have a large effect on players hitting the dead-end since they still 

visited this dead-end.  

�  Dead-End 7: Many players said that they looked at this dead-end first because of the 

positioning of the door.  Unlike dead-end 8, which also contains a locked door, the 

door in dead-end 7 is more visible to the player as he travels down the hall.  

�  For Dead-End 8: Many players did not watch the entire scene and turned around as 

soon as they saw the enemies start to move.  In this regard the dead-end was a success 

because it imparted a sense of urgency to the player.  However, because some did not 
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see the scene, their answers for the related question in the post-playtest interview 

were vague and difficult to interpret.  Additionally many players wanted to shoot the 

enemy units in the courtyard and were upset that they could not interact with the 

vista.  Although this implies that the dead-end could have been more enjoyable, it is 

also unclear how fun the player regards a non-interactive vista versus an interactive 

one. 

�  For Dead-End 10: Of the few players which were able to watch the vista for this 

dead-end, several did not correctly understand that the enemy unit was hiding in the 

next room.  One playtester wasn’t sure if the unit was friendly or an enemy.  It’s 

possible that the rating for this dead-end was affected by the unclear communication 

of the scripted sequence, and the small viewing area of the window on the door. 



Masters Thesis             The Guildhall at SMU 
 

Robert Gee 74 6/27/2008 

Chapter 5: Conclusion 
Section 5.1: Dead-End Results 
 The results of this thesis suggest that dead-end gameplay is not always detrimental to 

overall gameplay experience; in fact the results of this thesis suggest the opposite, that dead-

ends can add gameplay to a level that players can enjoy.  Additionally there is an implied 

desire for exploration in first-person shooter games suggested by the fact that out of 10 dead-

end areas players explored an average of about 8 dead ends. 

 Data analysis suggests that item rewards and NPCs are good ways to lead players 

through a level, since players will walk into obvious dead-end areas because of them.  

Another technique that seemed fairly powerful due to the results of playtesting was the use of 

particle effects, although this may also imply a larger connection to movement as an 

attracting device.  Controversially, having closed and opened doors in the same area seemed 

to have the opposite of the expected result.  Instead of players being drawn to the open door 

in dead-end 10 first, the majority of players preferred to explore the area behind the closed 

door next to it.  Another technique which gave opposite results was lighting, which was 

applied at dead-end 8 to try and attract players with contrast.  While nearly all playtesters 

explored this area, most waited until after exploring the area opposite it first. 

 In terms of reward systems, testers in this thesis responded most strongly to combat 

and scripted sequences.  However, this may be partly due to conditioning from playing Half-

Life 2, which contains heavy combat and many scripted sequences throughout the course of 

the game.  Player responses during post-playtest interviews implied that scripted sequences 

involving combat were preferred to areas with only one of the two elements. 

 There was also a disposition for players to turn left in the test level when presented 

with a choice between three directions (left, right and straight).  Some possible reasons for 

this behavior include the positioning of the hallway elements and the difference in lighting, 

although the current data provides no clear answer. 

Section 5.2: The Interactivity Factor 

A major idea that surfaced during the level testing was that lack interactivity in “bad” 

dead-ends is more important than physical construction of dead-ends themselves.  Player 
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reactions to dead-ends such as dead-end 4 and dead-end 8 lend support to this idea since a 

significant number of players attempted to interact with static level elements in these dead-

ends.  For dead-end 4, many players attempted to break the broken plaster while in dead-end 

8 players attempted to attack the enemies through the unbreakable glass window.  Other 

dead-ends such as dead-end 5 and dead-end 9 which involve NPCs show that players value 

interactivity enough to continue playing in the same area.  Most notably, the fact that players 

attempted to talk to or help the injured NPC in dead-end 9 shows that adding an element to a 

dead-end that players feel they can interact with will often provoke a response, even if the 

element does not actually provide any significant interaction. 

The average layout score compared to the high scripted sequence and combat scores 

also supports the idea that interactivity is more important than level structure when dead-end 

fun is concerned.  Most scripted events in the level provided elements which the player could 

interact with, and the level combat garnered high ratings despite having a lower difficulty 

than stanard Half-Life 2 gameplay.  A low standard deviation of these scores suggests that 

these results could be representative of a large sample size.  However the fact that the 

majority of testers were familiar with FPS gameplay is also important to consider; the results 

might have been different with another demographic group. 

On a related note, the time data for these scores did not show any correlation between 

completion time and the rating of the scores.  This implies that the actual time taken up by a 

dead-end is not necessarily the significant factor in the how fun the player perceives the 

dead-end, but rather what the player does in the dead-end or what the dead-end offers the 

player.  Positive reactions during the post-playtest interview by testers to dead-ends with high 

interactivity such as dead-end 2 and dead-end 6 (which both involved combat) also support 

this idea. 

Section 5.3: Building Upon this Thesis 
 While this thesis examined some of the qualities of dead-end gameplay there are still 

many ways to expand it.  Perhaps the simplest way to examine dead-ends further would be to 

organize the level so that the player reaches dead-ends in the reverse order.  Due to the order 

in which the level presents the dead-ends it is possible that players grew accustomed to them 

so that by the end their opinions on the later dead-end areas was different than if they had 

encountered them earlier.  Another way to further examine the affects of dead-ends in this 
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level is to extend or contract the length of the dead-ends.  While the lengths of the dead-ends 

varied in this study, the idea of length was not isolated and tested in a vacuum.  Obviously 

this method would require twice as many testers since a control group is necessary. 

In terms of demographics, there is more to examine.  The testers in this thesis were 

nearly all students of the Guildhall, and had high familiarity with first-person shooters and 

Half-Life 2.  Aditionally the vast majority of testers were males between the ages of 20 and 

30 years of age.  Obtaining a broader base of playtesters could result in very different results. 

 Other options to gather more data for this thesis include using cutscenes instead of 

scripted sequences when players arrive at dead-ends and increasing the difficulty of the 

combat encounters in dead-ends. 

Section 5.4: Options for Further Research 
There remains more to research in scope of this project.  Due to the time limitation of 

the project there was one level created with multiple dead-ends.  Therefore the data acquired 

during the course of this project comes from the narrow context of a single level in a specific 

engine.  Additionally, because the test level used the Half Life 2 engine, it included FPS style 

gameplay.  Testing in different genres may help to address the generality of the techniques 

used in the level and their applicability to other contexts.  This project did not address all 

possible methods of improving dead-end gameplay, since clever game designers may come 

up with more techniques in the future.  

This thesis also did not examine dead-ends involving low visibility.  One method of 

masking a dead-end is to reduce the light level of the area to prevent the player from seeing 

the end of the hallway.  (The test level did include obscured visibility dead-ends using turns 

for dead-ends 4 and 10.)  For simplicity of the control scheme the test level did not include 

these types of dead-ends because they would require the player to know about the Half-Life 2 

“flashlight” which is an additional command.  There is value in exploring these types of 

dead-ends further because player perception of dead-ends may change because of the mood 

and impact that dimly lit areas can invoke. 

Another issue which is not addressed in this thesis is the application of “infinite” 

dead-ends, introduced in a previous section.  While it might be possible due to the 

innovations in the game Portal (Valve 2007) to create such dead-ends in Source, these types 
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of dead-ends are likely to be easier to create in other engines which could better support it.  

Further research on these types of dead-ends is encouraged since they are an innovative level 

design element which is not commonly used. 

Other dead-end types not tested in this thesis (due to scope, technical and time 

constraints) include: 

�  Vertical dead-ends: Dead-ends involving more verticality such as a mine or 

elevator shaft which the player must ascend or descend using a ladder or lift.  The 

interactivity of climbing a ladder or riding an elevator might provide the 

interactivity necessary to keep the player entertained. 

�  Instant-Death dead-ends: A dead-end which blocks the player path using a “kill 

volume” area such as a laser fence or sheer cliff drop.  This type of dead-end 

typically can serve the purpose of implying additional space, but blocks the player 

path by killing the player outright. 

�  Terrain dead-ends: A dead-end created through the construction of un-walkable 

terrain such as a high sand dune or a rocky cliff.  These dead-ends can be 

opportunities to provide vistas to the player, but did not appear in the thesis test 

level due to the story, which required an indoor space. 

�  Forced-Control dead-ends: The idea of taking control away from the player to 

prevent him from reaching a certain area.  For example, having a door into a dark 

room but forcing the player to walk away from it because his character is scared 

of the dark.  These types of dead-ends may be less fun for players because they 

lose control and thus the ability to interact with the game. 

�  Cutscene dead-ends:  Cutscenes are a subtype of scripted events where the player 

loses control of his character and views the event or scene from a third person 

perspective.  Like a the previous “forced-control” dead-end, this type of technique 

may be less fun than a standard scripted event because the player loses the chance 

to interact with scene. 

There are likely many other types of dead-ends not included in this list or in the test level.  

As level design continues to improve and game mechanics evolve, new types of dead-ends 
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may arise that were not even possible to conceive of during the construction of this project.  

The “infinite dead-end” for a FPS style game is one example, since it was not a type of dead-

end that was really feasible in the genre before the release of Portal. Continuing to test new 

types of dead-ends is vital to continuing to examine the idea of dead-ends being bad for 

gameplay experiences as well as understanding what aspects of design make a game fun in 

the first place. 
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Pre-Playtest Questionnaire (Template) 
Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire And Instructions 
 
Pre-Playtest Information/Demographics Tester Number: _________ 
 
Age: _________ Guildhall Student:  Yes  /  No 
 
Gender: M  /  F 
 
How often do you play video games per week? (circle one) 
 
1-5 hours  6-10 hours  11-15 hours  More than 15 hours 
 
When was the last time you played a first person shooter? (circle one) 
 
Less than 1 month ago  Less than 3 months ago    
 
Less than 6 months ago  More than 6 months ago 
 
Have you played Half-Life or Half-Life 2 before? (circle one) 
 
Yes   No 
 
If you have played HL games before, how long ago was it?  
 
Less than 1 month ago  Less than 3 months ago    
 
Less than 6 months ago  More than 6 months ago 
 
Play Instructions 
MOVEMENT 
W = Walk Forward    Space Bar = Jump 
A = Strafe Left     Ctrl = Crouch 
S = Walk Backwards    Shift = Sprint 
D = Strafe Right    Mouse = Look 
 
COMBAT 
R = Reload  
Left Click = Fire Primary Attack  Mouse Wheel = Switch Weapons 
 
OTHER 
E = Open Doors 
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Examiner Dead-End Log (Template) 
Masters Thesis Playtester Route Map Tester Number: _________ 
(EXAMINER ONLY) 

 
 
 
Quick List: 1 2 3 4 5 6  7 8 9 10 
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Post-Playtest Questionnaire 
Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire 
 
Post-Playtest Questions Tester Number: _________ 
Answer the following questions, be as thorough as possible: 
 
On a rating scale of 1 to 10 with 1 being the worst and 10 being the best, how would you 
rate this experience overall? (circle one) 
 
1(Worst) 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 (Best) 
 
What element(s) of design in this level gave you the most positive impression? (circle all 
that apply) 
 
Rate the following elements of level design in this level from most positive to most 
negative: 
 
VALUE (1-6) ELEMENT 
 Layout  
 Scripted Events 
 Combat 
 Story 
 Detail  
 Lighting 
 
What element(s) of design in this level gave you the most negative impression? (circle all 
that apply) 
 
VALUE (1-6) ELEMENT 
 Layout  
 Scripted Events 
 Combat 
 Story 
 Detail  
 Lighting 
 
INTERVEW QUESTIONS 
 
What part of the level did you enjoy the most?  The least? 
 
Were you confused at any time while playing?  Why? 
 
If you could play this level again, would you change anything that you did? 
 
Did you feel punished at any time for the choices you made?  (If yes, then explain) 
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 Post-Playtest Interview Questions 
Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire: Special Question A 
Question: What caused you to explore this area? 
 

Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire: Special Question B 
Question: Did you enjoy the surprise attack from the ceiling? 

 
Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire: Special Question C 
Question: Did you explore this area because you saw the batteries? 
 

Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire: Special Question D 
Question: Did you have any expectations for what was around the corner? 
 

Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire: Special Question E 
Question: How did you feel after saving the rebel?  (Or not saving him?) 
 

Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire: Special Question F 
Question: Was this battle exciting and fun for you? 
 

Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire: Special Question G 
Question: Why did you choose to turn left/right first? 
 

Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire: Special Question H 
Question: Why did you choose to explore this hallway? 
 

Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire: Special Question I 
Question: How did you feel after watching this scene? 
 

Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire: Special Question J 
Question: Why did you approach this NPC? 
 

Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire: Special Question K 
Question: How did you feel after spying on the Combine (enemy unit) here? 
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Post-Playtest Interview Reference Images 
Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: A-1 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: A-2 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: B-1 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: B-2 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: C-1 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: C-2 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: D-1 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: D-2 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: E-1 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: E-2 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: F-1 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: F-2 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: G-1 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: G-2 



Masters Thesis             The Guildhall at SMU 
 

Robert Gee 99 6/27/2008 

Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: G-3 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: H-1 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: H-2 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: H-3 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: I-1 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: I-2 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: I-3 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: J-1 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: J-2 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: K-1 
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Masters Thesis Playtester Questionnaire Image: K-2 

 
 


