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ABSTRACT
The silent player character (SPC) is a reoccurring but not wellunderstood type of player character in narrative-driven games. In
this paper, we present how our findings from an analysis of SPC
development have been exemplified in an interactive narrative
experience. The findings presented in this study were approved as
a FDG’17 poster submission. First, we identify two main types of
SPCs: projective and expressive characters. Second, we synthesized
a list of methods designers can use to effectively communicate
a SPC’s story. Third, we present Motherhood, a short narrative
experience featuring the development of a pre-defined SPC.

CCS CONCEPTS
•Software and its engineering → Interactive games; •Applied
computing → Computer games;
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INTRODUCTION

The silent player character (SPC), or often called the silent protagonist, is a reoccurring type of player character in contemporary
narrative-driven games. Compared to other types of player characters (PCs), a SPC cannot speak; thus unable to verbally express
their immediate thoughts and characteristics.
Some of the most iconic player characters in games are SPCs.
Recent examples are Tomb Raider’s Lara Croft, Half Life’s Gordon
Freeman, and Portal’s Chell; but, popular SPCs span back into some
of our earliest childhood memories, like Mario from Super Mario
and Link from The Legend of Zelda.
There are on-going debates regarding if a protagonist that does
not speak can be a useful design tool for storytelling. After all, the
silence of SPCs makes it hard to apply many existing character
development techniques, developed both in linear media, such as
fictions and films, and in interactive media, such as computer games.
However, there are many successful SPCs throughout the history
of narrative-based games (e.g., Bioshock and Half Life). AAA and
indie studios are continuing to develop new SPCs.
Despite their contemporary popularity and various usages, there
are very few works on SPC character development. This paper
presents our interactive narrative built using the initial SPC framework. The findings presented in this study were approved as a
FDG’17 poster submission. First, we identify two main types of
SPCs: projective and expressive characters. Second, we synthesized
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a list of methods designers can use to effectively communicate a
SPC’s story. Third, we developed Motherhood, a short narrative
experience featuring a SPC that exemplifies how our found patterns can be implemented into a game’s design to communicate
a pre-defined SPC. Motherhood was built to evaluate the patterns
developed in this study.
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RELATED WORK

A traditional silent protagonist is often linked with the term “avatar”
- defined as “a player’s embodiment in the game” [2, 3]; in other
words, the “blank canvas” PC. In the early days of digital games,
game characters were little more than generic figures that lacked
both personality and depth in their design [9] and players played
through the game [1], focusing on their ludic goals, rather than
taking an interest in the avatar itself. However, contemporary
games have begun designing pre-defined characters for their game
narratives and have been met with increasing success. Recently,
designers use “blank-slate” characters to afford players with the
actor role within the game narrative [2, 12], essentially becoming the hero character [2] but resulting in “game characters with
internal personalities that are intentionally left open and loosely
defined” [9]. Though sometimes beneficial, the “blank slate” approach ignores some opportunities that emerge with more complex
characters [9], and many narrative games could benefit from the
use of a well-defined SPC.
In this paper, we move towards a “character” approach to designing SPCs, rather than the “avatar” approach. The “character” is
defined in PC research as a pre-defined entity, used to tell a story.
Contrary to the avatar’s ludic focus, a character has a “fictive focus
on narrative and character development” [1]. While the avatar is
largely played by the player, the character is read by the player [2],
providing the impression of an individual with its own identity [11].
However, designing player characters, in general, as “characters”
is not the same as designing them for other forms of media. The
player has a significant role in determining the nature of the PC,
and a PC is established through a set of interrelating medialities
that, in addition to the linguistic and audiovisual, includes modes
of signification that are specific to games [11]; a player’s active role
[in the game] always affords some degree of input in shaping the
character [5, 6, 11], and a character is only defined once a player’s
ludic actions have traced a path offered by the game [11].
PC research defines methods in which designers may impact
the player’s interpretation of the PC. However, many researchers
mention that a measure of personality of the PC shines through
in the dialogue and cut-scenes [6, 9]. While some parts of PC design methods apply to SPCs (for instance, how actions and goals

