
Hi everyone, this is an update of my project, which is an exploration of Situational Awareness in 

gameplay animations, with a focus on the player-controlled characters animations. 

 

My research question which led to this topic was: Can current animations be advanced so the avatar 

elicits a reaction to both the physicality and tone of their surroundings, which reflects their 

personality and mood?  

 

Why is this an issue? 

In games we use techniques like environmental storytelling to bring visual coherence to a scene. 

However, animation is often forgotten to be aligned with the rest of the visuals thus creating a visual 

discord. This is particularly noticeable as, as humans, our behaviour changes based on our 

surroundings. Ed Hooks encountered this when teaching at a games company, when he asked the 

animators why the avatar was not responding to the creepy atmosphere of the castle it was in, the 

answer was they simply hadn’t thought about how the location would affect the character’s 

behaviour. 

I understand that some characters deliberately do not react as this is a design choice. However, in 

the cases where the avatar displays a range of emotions during cut-scenes, why can’t they show this 

in their in-game animations? 

 

But some games are tackling this issue to give their characters the illusion of life. The best example I 

could find is Elizabeth from Bioshick Infinite. The developers wanted the player to build a 

relationship with Elizabeth, and thus the ‘Liz squad’ was set-up to develop her humanity system to 

make her feel less robotic and creepy. This consisted of five sub-systems focusing on different areas 

of interaction and performance; Emotions, gesturing, head and eye tracking, smart terrain and 

combat system.  

 

All the systems I have found for creating this reactive behaviour have been for NPC’s and buddy 

characters. Creating a system for the avatar to be reactive has a different set of constraints, mainly 

revolving around the player’s agency, yet, it is from looking at systems like Elizabeth’s which take 

into consideration the movement of the player, that it reinforces the possibility to propose such a 

system. 

 

To create my own system I have done a case study in to each of these games, which are all third 

person but cover a wide scope of styles. Alongside this, I have been doing an extensive lit review as 

well as making animations to test my theories.  

 

Which leads me to my proposed solution which is based off a model of Situational Awareness, 

created by Mica Endsley the Chief Scientist of the United States Air Force and was originally intended 

for fighter pilots and air traffic control officers. Her model of SA is centred on three stages, 

Perception, Comprehension and Projection, which if executed correctly allows a person to become 

fully aware of their surroundings.   

Another important point from Endsley’s model is it allows the expression of personality. As a 

person’s decisions are based on their abilities, experience, training, goals and preconceptions, it 

means that every decision will be unique due to these factors, which makes this model all the more 

appealing.  



From here I moved on to develop a definition of the surroundings, to define what elements the 

avatar should be reacting too in relation to SA. I chose four elements based on common interactions 

amongst the games I case studied which are: the environment, other characters, narrative events 

and player agency. 

 I was very lucky at GDC to be able to discuss my project with animation programmers and 

animators, and they suggested I have a prioritisation model so if the avatar was faced with three 

things happening at once, the logic would be there to deal with them in order of importance. 

 

And originally I worked with this model. Player agency was the most important, and thus at the top 

and then the importance worked down the hierarchy. However, when I ran this through a paper 

test, I was left with the issue that the character would not respond to the environment unless they 

were standing still doing nothing – which doesn’t solve the original aim of this project at all. 

 

So I reworked the model to this, which instead concentrates on an upward path of layered 

behaviour. This allows multiple actions to play at once, technically implemented using feathered 

blending or additive animation. This means the avatar should always be aware of the environment, 

both physical and tonal and then other behaviours are applied on top. 

 

So that’s the theory and concepts I have been developing, and know I’m going to talk about how I 

practically applying them in my honours project.  My  final piece is a short interactive experience 

where I demonstrate my application of situational awareness to a player-controlled character, in this 

case the sister character. It has a small environment, where the character can demonstrate context 

related animations. The piece does not  have any gameplay mechanics, but instead has scripted 

scenarios to create different atmospheres to which the character can respond too.   

 

So this is a video walkthrough of my honours project so far. All of the work you see apart from the 

rigging I have done, and hopefully it the next couple of weeks I will start to implement the sound 

Willy has provided.  

 

To fully implement SA I would need some in-depth AI coding, which is beyond my skill level. Instead, 

I fake the AI systems, and use triggers to change the avatars behaviour. Currently I have 

implemented the first set of animations, which is four different emotion based sets each containing 

an idle, walk and run.  I plan to build on these base animations to add more interaction and 

awareness with the surroundings.  

 

At this point the sister will see the ghost of her Brother sitting up in the pagoda, and because she can 

see him, and is shocked, her animations change. I use 1D blend spaces to blend between idle, walk 

and run so the faster you move, the more she reaches out to try and catch up with her brother. I 

know it looks a bit jerky here, but it has been designed for the analogue controls on tablet over 

keyboard input.   

 

As she runs into the forest, a storm hits. The idea is the player will get  lost here, and over time she 

gets more and more upset. I haven’t implemented the animations yet, but she will cover her ears 

when thunder goes off and will curl up in a ball if you leave her idling. 

 



Then her brother will appear and lead her out of the forest and the lighting changes to show the 

storm has past. Once she emerges out of the canyon, again her animations change to show a 

different kind of upset. At this point she misses her brother, but is pleased to know he watches out 

for her.  

 

That’s as far as I have gotten at the moment. Next step-wise, it is all about adding more animations. 

I’ve now learnt how to implement and trigger animations inside of Persona using Blueprint in Unreal, 

so next I will learn how to use the matinee and montage functions, which deal with camera 

animation and animation blending. This means I can build up a library of animations for different 

reactions and hopefully show my implementation of SA. That brings me to the end of my 

presentation, are there any questions? 


