
Can co-op horror games ever be successful in creating fear? 

 

There are many games which fall under the bracket of a ‘co-op horror game’ but how many of those are 

truly terrifying experiences? When considering Left 4 Dead, Dead Island, Resident Evil 5 and Killing 

Floor, for example, the trend of co-op horror seems to have a heavier focus on action rather than fear. 

This may be due to that inducing fear in an environment where the player is not alone is problematic.  

Research, such as Madsen (2015), has shown that watching someone play a horror game is not as 

frightening as playing the game yourself. The same theory could reasonably be applied when playing a 

horror game with someone else. Watching someone else (either a stranger or a friend), knowing they 

are in the same ‘world’ as you, gives you a sense of security that you wouldn’t experience in a single 

player setting.  

There is also the issue of immersion and presence. McMahan (2003) stated that psychological 

immersion “results from the user’s mental absorption in the world” (pg. 77). How much mental 

absorption can we truly experience in a co-op setting? Some titles such as Damned and Dead by 

Daylight have attempted to address this issue. These games work in a similar way, giving players a 

group objective whilst one player in the group controls a crazed monster or serial killer antagonist. This 

is an effective way of inducing pressure based fear. However, this ultimately still lacks the same 

psychological impact as successful single player titles such as Silent Hill. 

So what can the industry do to change this? What can developers change to make a successful co-op 

horror experience? If developers were able to create a more immersive experience as a whole, could 

we potentially eliminate the feeling of safety when playing with someone else? Perhaps the future of co

-op horror games lies in the capabilities of the technology available to us.  

Steuer (1993) looked at vividness (the richness of the environment in terms of sensory stimulus) and 

interactivity in VR technology, stating, “Progressively more advanced media technologies will enhance 

the sense of telepresence in a wide variety of virtual realities” (pg.20). Telepresence here refers to “the 

sense of being in an environment, generated by natural or mediated means, respectively” (Steuer 

1993, pg 3). The advancement of VR gaming headsets and peripherals have opened up a whole new 

way of inducing fear.  Although it has not yet been explored and we have only seen more action-based 

games, such as HordeZ, the potential for horror in VR is still unrealised.  

While the issue of creating fear in a co-op horror game remains problematic, there is still much to be 

explored. Before Lone Survivor was released, there wasn’t much evidence that 2D horror games could 

work. We may never see a co-op horror game that can cause as many sleepless nights as Silent Hill but 

perhaps, in this new age of VR technology, there is something waiting for us all.  
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