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To my mom, for encouraging me to write escape rooms,
and to her mom, for encouraging me to write


Introduction

You’re in a room. The door is locked. Around you are locked chests, mysterious paintings, suspicious mementos, and messages in code. The secret to unlocking the door and escaping must be in this room somewhere. You just have to find it first. . . . Are you in a spy movie? No! You’re in an escape room.

An escape room is a type of game or challenge that’s increasing in popularity around the world. In an escape room, players are locked in a room and have to search for clues, work together, and solve puzzles to escape, usually before a set timer expires. Escape rooms are fun because they make players feel like they really are in a tense or exciting situation, where the stakes are high and time is of the essence. The final escape is so rewarding.

There are commercial escape rooms in lots of cities. In these establishments, you pay money (often around twenty to thirty dollars a person) to enter a room and play through the challenges. It can be a lot of fun! However, commercial escape rooms might not be feasible for all groups and occasions. They are expensive, and sometimes if you have a large group, there might be too many people to fit in one facility at a time.

There are also play-at-home escape room options, like boxed games or downloadable kits. These challenges can be fun, but they’re not quite the same as authentic escape rooms, often missing key elements like physical props, searching for and finding clues, or activities that manipulate objects in fun ways.

The good news is that there’s another option! With some work and creativity, you can create your own real-life escape room in any room you choose.

DIY escape rooms usually have a host or game master. The host stays in the room with the players, oversees the game, and offers hints if the players get stuck. Depending on how the game is structured, a host might interact with the players even more than that. You as the game creator will most likely play the role of the host.

When you host your own escape room, you won’t be able to play with your guests. You’ll know all the secrets and answers as you write them. However, watching others play through a room you’ve created can be just as rewarding as playing one yourself.

[image: Image]

A DIY escape room in a bedroom in a home, made with furniture and props from other rooms in the house, decorations found at a thrift store, and temporary wallpaper.


Why escape rooms?

• They’re good team-building opportunities.

• They can break the ice and bring people together.

• They require critical thinking, observation, and communication.

• They’re fun!




Why DIY escape rooms?

• They’re customizable to your players in difficulty, theme, and style of puzzles.

• They’re less expensive.

• They’re fun to make.

• They’re just as fun to play!



It is true that a DIY escape room most likely won’t feel as professional as a commercial one. However, the goals of commercial escape rooms and DIY escape rooms are different. Commercial escape rooms have the goal of making money (and have money to spend to make that happen). The purpose of a do-it-yourself escape room is to have fun and meet a specific need of a specific group of people (and the room has the flexibility to make that happen).

Even when your props and puzzles are homemade, a great theme, plot, and structure will help imaginative players have just as much fun in a DIY escape room as a commercial one.

I still love and frequently play commercial escape rooms. They’re great for lots of occasions, but not all. Creating your own escape room might be just what you need, and this book will tell you everything you need to know to do it!

This book is divided into two parts. Part one talks about the larger aspects of creating an escape room: theme, plot, room selection, difficulty, and running the event. Part two goes through clue and puzzle types, offering eight categories of puzzles and hundreds of ideas and examples.

Creating a whole escape room is a challenge, but a fun one! Let’s get started!


Part 1

Room Creation

[image: Image]


[image: Image]

Theme and Narrative

The most basic escape room is a collection of clues, puzzles, and tasks in a room that all ultimately lead to a final goal, like getting past one locked door. Here’s a representation of a basic room like this, a structure we can grow on later:
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People would likely find even this simple challenge engaging. However, there are things escape room creators can do to make escape rooms even more immersive and fun.

Escape Room Themes

One thing that can add an element of fun to a room is a theme. A theme ties the puzzles and decorations in an escape room together. The theme might be historical (Victorian England), fictional (castles and dragons), or inspired by a movie (spies and espionage). If the theme is Victorian England, the decorations should reflect that: dark colors, padded chairs, ornate swirls. So should the puzzles: perhaps messages hidden in paintings or coded in handwritten letters. A Victorian themed room should not, for example, use invisible ink and a black light. A black light would be a great clue type for a spy-themed room.

Here’s a representation of a simple themed escape room:
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When you write your escape room, get creative and choose a theme! To get you started, here are some ideas.


Theme Ideas

• Any Modern Decade—Twenties, fifties, seventies, eighties

• Historic Periods—Victorian England, the Old American West, Ancient Egypt, Ancient Greece, ancient civilizations of the Americas, the Titanic, pirates, World War II, any specific time and place in history

• Places—Library, hotel, submarine, power plant, apartment, office, school, airport, train station, cave, castle, playground, art museum, history museum, bank, train, cabin, mansion, theater, locker room, stadium, church, boat, prison, bar, island, tomb

• Professions—Archaeologist, jungle explorer, secret agent, detective, assassin, burglar, inventor

• Subjects—Art, science, math, music, literature

• Science Fiction—Spaceships, secret labs, time travel, aliens, superheroes, the apocalypse, other planets

• Science Fact—Space stations, research, nuclear facility, disease control labs

• Fantasy—Castles, dragons, wizards, steampunk, Atlantis

• Paranormal—Ghosts, werewolves, vampires, magicians

• Horror—Zombies, serial psycho killers, medical experimentation, mummies, monsters, morgues, anywhere haunted

• Animals—Zoos, dinosaurs, mythical creatures, pet stores

• Seasons—Christmas, Halloween, Easter

• Factories—Toys, candy, sweets, furniture, clocks, anything

• Military—Bunkers, coast guard, aircraft carrier, missile facility

• Any movie, video game, or book



Your decorations, if you’re doing them, should fit into your theme. As DIY escape room creators, unlike commercial escape room creators, we’re often limited by budget and space. This means our sets and decorations usually aren’t as elaborate. Even if your whole room isn’t decked out, you can do your best to remove items that don’t fit your pirate theme (like a computer) and bring in decorations that do (like crates or wooden furniture). Then we’ll ask our players to use their imaginations, which is A-OK. Every escape room, even a commercial one and especially a DIY one, requires imagination.


TIP:

If you’re drawing from history, try customizing your theme to your own city or town. My family has attended a favorite summer ranch for years, and once I planned an escape room to play there that incorporated the history of the ranch, including a rich oil baron and a buried treasure (I’ll admit it was fictionalized a little). Unless your goal is to provide an accurate historical lesson, there’s no rule against embellishing to make it more exciting.



In addition to decorations, your clue and puzzle types should also fit your theme. If you’re doing a historic theme, don’t use technology that wasn’t around at the time. If your theme is ancient Egypt, code your messages in hieroglyphics instead of Morse code.

Even though, as DIYers, we often don’t have the budget and space commercial escape rooms have to work with, there are also some limitations we don’t have to live by. One is copyright. If you are charging money for your escape room, you can’t advertise it as taking place in a specific castle from a famous book/movie franchise. For your own escape room in your own home, you’re free to recreate any room in Hogwarts you want. Just don’t charge for it!
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A collection of escape room puzzles and props on a cowboy theme.

Also, in choosing decorations and props, we don’t necessarily have to worry about choosing items that are extra durable. A commercial escape room could have dozens of unrelated people searching, touching, and using the props in a room in a single day. That might not be a challenge you’ll have to face, if, for example, your escape room is in your own home with people you personally know and will be played only once or a few times. If you decide to create an ocean-themed escape room in your house and want to incorporate a more fragile decoration like a fish tank, you are much freer to do that than a commercial escape room would be.

Several things can guide you in choosing a theme. You might choose one based on the room you have to work with. If you are hosting the escape room at your workplace, maybe your theme can be a haunted office building. Your players can also help guide your theme. If the escape room is for your twelve-year-old son and his friends, you’ll probably want a theme suited to him, like his favorite book. Your theme can also be guided by your plot or narrative, which we’ll get into next, and the types of puzzles and clues you’ll want to use, which will be covered in part two.

Escape Room Narratives or Plots

I mentioned escape rooms that have no theme (just a chain of puzzles). We’ve also talked about escape rooms that do have a theme (cohesive decorations and puzzle types). Escape rooms can take it a step further by having a plot or narrative.

In these escape rooms, there’s an explanation for why the players are trapped in the room and what they need to do to escape, as well as possible answers to a few other questions.


Questions Answered by an Escape Room Plot

• Why are the players in the room?

• How did they get there?

• What do the players need to do to escape or succeed?

• What’s at stake if they don’t escape?

• Why do they need to hurry? (Most escape rooms have a time limit and need to generate a sense of urgency.)

• Who is the host, why is he or she there, and why is he or she giving hints? (Optional: You might want to create a room where you pretend there is no host, even though you will probably want someone there to give hints.)



A narrative doesn’t have to answer all of these questions. At the minimum, it should explain why the players are in the room and what they need to do to win or escape.

Narratives can be set up before the game starts, usually by the host reading or explaining something to the players or possibly playing an audio recording or a video. The narrative can even be unfolded bit by bit as players find and read things within the room.

Often escape room narratives are “bookend” narratives, with most of the important story information communicated at the beginning and end of the game.
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Escape room narratives can be tricky to come up with, especially when you’re trying to balance the amount of information or backstory needed. You don’t want to bog your players down with too many details at the beginning when they’re mostly just excited to play. A good narrative, however, can make your players feel more invested.

Narratives can actually go a step further and answer one more question: Why are all these puzzles and clues in the room? Many escape rooms have a fun theme and a narrative that bookends the room (how players got there and what happens when they escape), but the puzzles and clues in the room are mostly left unexplained. Your players are trapped in an enemy spy’s hideout? Then why did the spy leave a series of clues that ultimately lead your players to escape?

Instead, an escape room can have a plot with puzzles and clues that actually tie into the narrative. Building on our wizard example:

[image: Image]

The boundary between a bookend narrative and a full narrative can be a fuzzy one. Think of it as more of an escape room narrative continuum. Maybe you don’t have a narrative. Maybe you have a leak-proof plot that ties everything together. Most likely, you’re somewhere in between.

No one type of escape room is the right one. Yours will depend on your players and your goals. In the end, it’s really about helping your players have a fun team-building experience, which doesn’t need to require a perfect plot.

Narrative Examples

Since we’ve talked about theme ideas, let’s talk about narrative ideas, too. Even though we’re talking about escape rooms, the goal doesn’t just have to be to escape. In his paper “The State of Escape: Escape Room Design and Facilities,” Scott Nicholson includes the results of a survey of 175 commercial escape room companies around the world. Their goals were much more varied than just escape.


Escape Room Goals (from Scott Nicholson’s paper “The State of Escape”)1

• Escape a specific unpleasant place

• Investigate a crime or mystery

• Engage with the supernatural

• Solve the murder

• Defuse the explosive device

• Be an adventurer

• Gather intelligence or espionage

• Carry out a heist

• Find the missing person

• Help create something (such as a cure, a potion, etc.)

• Military operations

• Free another person or animal

• Survive!

• Carry out an assassination



As you can see, escape rooms don’t just have to be about escape, even if that is the ultimate goal. Working in another goal can add to the narrative, make an escape room plot more unique and exciting, and give you more material to work with when you add clues and puzzles.

Looking at the list above can help you come up with some narratives, especially when you combine it with the list of themes. Here are some more examples of escape room narratives. (Feel free to use any of them!)


Broad Narratives

• Someone Kind (a rich relative with a will, a billionaire, a factory owner) locked you in a room with a test of wits. If you can escape, you’ll get Something Good (lots of money, a mansion, a chocolate factory).

• Someone Friendly (a boss, a mentor, a magician) needs your help to do Something Important (find some lost information, search for clues, find the real murderer) to help him or her out.

• Something Bad (space pirate attack, computer failure, natural disaster, zombie apocalypse) happened. You need to do Something Important (reprogram the computer, communicate with someone on the outside, turn on the power) to fix it and escape.

• Someone Evil (a psychopath, aliens performing human experimentation, a murderer) locked you in a room and set up a test of wits. If you can escape, you won’t be killed.

• Someone Nefarious (a science corporation, a corrupt government, a wizard) locked you in a room. Luckily, Someone Friendly (a team member, a previous inmate, the wizard’s good apprentice) left a series of hidden clues that will help you escape.

• Someone Villainous (a spy, a thief) did Something Bad (sabotaged a submarine, infiltrated a factory, stole something) that left you trapped. You need to figure out what he or she did and fix it (stop the leak, diffuse the bomb, return the stolen goods) to escape and survive.




Specific Narratives

• You are explorers who have discovered an ancient Egyptian tomb. After you enter, the tomb seals shut and you find you are trapped. You have to search and solve to get past the puzzles and booby traps so you can escape the curse of the pharaoh and live.

• You are private investigators on a case, trying to catch a famous art thief. You are in the hotel room he just stayed in while he robbed a museum. You have to follow the clues left behind to figure out what he stole and where he fled so the authorities can catch him.

• You are art thieves in a museum, trying to steal a famous work of art stored in the curator’s office. You have to get past the curator’s quirky security measures by searching and solving to make it out with the painting before the security guards are alerted to your presence and arrest you.

• On a dare, you enter a vacant house in your town. After you enter, the door locks and you realize that the rumor that it’s haunted must be true. You have to search and solve the puzzles set up by the ghosts if you want to escape.

• You have been captured by a corrupt government and thrown into a prison cell. A previous inmate left some clues and puzzles that can help you escape, if you can find and solve them.

• There has been a zombie apocalypse, and you have made it into the laboratory of some missing scientists who were working on a cure. You have to finish the scientists’ work and find the cure before the zombies break into the lab and eat all of your brains.

• You are time travelers who have arrived in ancient Greece, where you discover that the ancient Greek gods have set up a trial for mortals that you have stumbled into. Solve their puzzles and escape or face their wrath.



Another great resource for coming up with escape room narratives is Hollywood. As long as you are using your escape room for personal, noncommercial purposes, you could lift entire plots from movies. Just make sure the solutions to your puzzles aren’t given away in the movie itself!

Writing Tips

When working on a narrative, keep emotion in mind. It’s more fun for players to be put in a situation that generates emotion.


Adding Emotion to a Plot

• Give your players noble goals.

• Create more serious consequences if players fail.

• Give players urgent time constraints.

• Reveal plot twists during the game with clues players find.

• Make the decorations more elaborate.



Creating characters that are compelling also helps an escape room plot. Characters here doesn’t refer to your players; most people actually don’t like to be assigned a character role or a backstory in an escape room. Part of the thrill is pretending like they themselves are doing something adventurous. Characters here refers to fictional identities created as part of the plot. You as the host might even have a character role. These pretend identities can be called non-player characters, or NPCs.


TIP:

Some of the details about the characters can be leaked out little by little as the players find and read things in the room. This can help prevent a host from having to read a long introduction before the game starts. Instead, the players can discover some of this information on their own, perhaps through a letter to someone, a message on a wall, a day count in tally marks, or pictures and photographs. These things can reveal characters’ intentions, future plans, and backstory.



You want to create characters your players care about, whether the characters are antagonists (enemies to your players) or protagonists (helping your players). For example, your narrative could involve your players escaping so they can hand something important to the police. Or your narrative could involve your players handing something to a character with a name and a bit of a backstory, like a hero trapped by a curse.

When creating escape room characters, keep their goals in mind. Do they ultimately want the players to escape or not? The answer to this question might also guide your puzzle types. A friendly character will leave puzzles that players are meant to solve, like messages written in code with an included decoder. On the other hand, the puzzles left by an unfriendly character won’t be left to be solved, at least from that character’s point of view. If you were writing an escape room with an antagonist like this, you might use a coded message without an included decoder (though you might need a simpler code that can be broken easily).

An escape room could have several characters with conflicting goals. How interesting would it be for your players to have to sort out on their own who is the antagonist and who is the protagonist, who is helping them and who has ulterior motives? Keeping goals in mind can help guide your plot and your puzzles and help you write strong characters.


Writing Compelling Characters

• Make your players care about the characters.

• Reveal small details about the characters’ past lives, goals, or motivations.

• Create sympathy for an antagonist.

• Show what the characters are feeling. (For example, a letter left by a character could be written in shaky, ink-stained handwriting, as if they wrote it in a hurry or while they were scared.)

• Give your characters a reason for their actions and severe consequences if they fail.
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