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—Alan Linic, writer for Saturday Night Live and cohost of the tl;dm podcast
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—John Rogers, writer and showrunner for Leverage, The Librarians, and Jackie Chan Adventures
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Introduction

Maybe you’re just hearing about role-playing games. Or maybe you used to play a long time ago, but you haven’t picked up your bag of polyhedral dice in years. Or maybe you’re playing in a game right now, but you feel as if you want to get more out of it.

    Whatever the case, there’s no doubt that RPGs have been getting a lot of attention lately. Millions of people around the world play them every week. They’ve been featured in TV shows and on blogs and podcasts. On the surface, they seem pretty simple: a bunch of people sitting around a table, telling a story, and rolling dice and checking charts to see what the player characters should do next. But there’s a lot more that goes into your gameplay than just statistics and rolling dice. That’s because each of the players has created a character, and that character is taking part in the story. The story might be about anything—your character could be exploring dungeons in search of treasure or piloting a starship to the farthest reaches of the galaxy. The only limit is the imaginations of you and your fellow gamers.

If you’re running a player character, you want to get the most out of their actions—from finding your character’s voice and motivation to understanding the overall pace of action in the game. If you’re a game master, you set the theme for the game, and you want to make sure the players are having fun while also finding the world they’re in compelling and exciting. This book is full of advice and exercises to help you get the most from your gaming experience.

Role-playing games are about shared storytelling, so in the first part you’ll explore that specifically—how to tell and interact with a story that draws you into itself. In the second part of the book, you’ll look at how to make your game world richer and deeper through voice, imagery, and themes. Finally, in the third part you’ll find some fun exercises to make your gameplay more imaginative and, well, fun. Because the world of role-playing games is all about having fun.

So get started! There are a lot of worlds out there to explore!





Defining Terms

Before we tackle the issue of how to make your role-playing game experience richer, deeper, and more enjoyable, we need to get our basic terminology right. If you’ve played RPGs before, this will seem pretty elementary, but if you’re new to this world, this section will make clear a lot that may be confusing to you. For clarity’s sake, important words and terms will appear in bold type throughout this book.

What Is an RPG?

A role-playing game (RPG) is a type of game where players generate stories through shared imagination. The core concept behind RPGs is similar to imagination games you might have played when you were young. Remember playing “house,” using dolls or action figures, and other simple games of pretend? These all call on players to inhabit a role and interact in a shared imaginary space.

    Tabletop RPGs published in game manuals introduce structure to this process. Published RPGs, or role-playing systems, help players establish goals, track abstract information, and resolve conflicts. Rule systems and randomizers (usually dice) help adults make sense of what comes naturally to most children.

The first and most famous example of a published RPG is Dungeons & Dragons, first published in 1974. It defined what most people picture when they think of RPGs. This sword and sorcery fantasy with polyhedral dice is still immensely popular. However, RPGs have grown well beyond these roots to encompass every genre imaginable.

    Folks benefit from RPGs in a number of ways beyond simple entertainment. RPGs foster communication skills, empathy, and creative problem-solving ability, and they provide a fantastic outlet for creative expression. For some players, creative expression is the most appealing aspect of play. Stories built with RPGs have become their own form of entertainment called actual play, where groups record or stream their game sessions for an audience.

If you discovered RPGs though actual play productions like One Shot, Critical Role, or The Adventure Zone this book will help break down some of the storytelling techniques you’ve seen and help you develop those skills. If you’re new to RPGs in general, this book will help you avoid common problems people encounter when first trying to collaborate to create stories. If you’re an experienced player with your own style, this book can help you break down what you like about the way you play. Maybe it will even help you discover a new reason to love these games.

No matter what brought you here, we can all agree you did a stellar job in purchasing or receiving this book as a gift. Turns out, it’s exactly what you needed.

Before we dive in there are a few roles you should understand.

PCs and GMs

    Everyone involved in an RPG is playing the game and is therefore a player. When we refer to players in this book, we mean everyone at the table. Traditional RPGs have specific roles that work differently to make the game function. Broadly speaking the most popular meta roles are player character (PC) and game master (GM).

WHAT IS A PC?

In most games, the majority of people participating are responsible for controlling individual characters. For our purposes these characters and the people who play them are PCs.

Narratively, PCs are the protagonists, and players in the PC role are the primary authors of their story. PC players choose how their character thinks, looks, and acts. PCs interact with outside forces like other players and randomization; so a player in a PC role can’t control everything that happens to their character. However, a PC player always controls how their character reacts.

Players in the PC role can have the following responsibilities:


	Determining their character’s appearance, behavior, personality, and history

	
Making decisions about their character’s actions

	Embodying their character’s voice

	Managing their character’s statistics and abilities

	Addressing storytelling challenges through character action



These responsibilities and the overall function of this role can vary from game to game. In some games, the most important aspects of a PC are numbers that make up their vital statistics. Others call for players to pay attention to their character’s emotional state based on events in the game. And some games focus on both.

WHAT IS A GM?

Many RPGs have a specialized role that controls any elements of the game that are not PC. The title for this role varies, but here we’ll refer to it as the game master (GM).

    The GM is like a narrator, director, producer, supporting actor, and crew rolled into one person. Colloquially we say the GM “runs” the game. The GM is usually also the arbiter of a game’s rules. Sometimes there are no clear rules in a game system for what’s happening; sometimes there are a few contradictory rules that might apply. The GM is tasked with deciding what to do in those situations. The GM is also role-playing. They control the actions of non-player characters (NPCs), which function to support or oppose PCs in the story.

Players in the GM role can have the following responsibilities:


	Determining the appearance, behavior, and personality of NPCs

	Controlling forces in the game world unrelated to characters, such as environment and time

	Controlling the general flow and focus of the overall narrative

	Presenting PCs with challenges that advance their story

	Preparing materials for game sessions

	Understanding the rules of the game and deciding when they apply




FRIEND NOT FOE

Some people interpret the GM role as adversarial to the players, as the GM controls all of the challenges that impede or threaten the PCs. The decision to view the GM as a kind of adversary is ultimately up to the GM and players, but we generally advise against it because it can create social tensions that make it difficult to have fun.

The number and variety of responsibilities a player in the GM role has varies based on game system and personal style.

GMS AND SOCIAL DYNAMICS

GMs often have a position of authority at the table. Even if this authority is just in the realm of the game, it affects the social dynamics of the play group. It can create a perceived power imbalance between players. Recognizing these dynamics will help you avoid some of the conflicts that surround games.

Now that we’ve established who does what in a game, let’s talk about the way we construct the stories within the game.
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You’re probably familiar with a lot of the ideas we’re going to cover in this section based on literature classes you took in school. If you’ve also had experience in creative writing or film criticism you’ll see familiar ideas. Academic resources are tools and we can use them how we like. An axe is intended for labor, but swinging one at zombies makes it fun! (That was terrible! Please send all complaints about bad jokes to fakeemailaddress@forthebit.com.)

In Part 1 we’ll reframe a lot of conventional storytelling wisdom through the lens of RPGs. We’ll also break down some very basic ideas that experienced role players probably understand intuitively. Taking the time to review the fundamentals this way will help you develop good storytelling techniques down the road.

With that out of the way, let’s get rolling!
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In this chapter, we’ll explore how the structure of RPGs sets them apart from other storytelling mediums. Then we’ll discuss how that structure should frame your choices during play.

What Does Audience Mean to a Story?

    Audience actively shapes the creative process. One of the basic questions creators ask themselves when starting a project is, Who is this for? The kinds of stories you tell and the way you tell them varies widely based on who you think will listen.

Not everyone actively creates for an audience, but we still make choices surrounding audience all the time. For example, you wouldn’t show a friend who hates horror movies your favorite slasher film. Even if you love it, you know your friend won’t appreciate what makes it great. Being mindful of your friend’s tastes ensures you’ll both have a better time.

Story and audience shape one another. This is one of the things that makes RPGs so interesting.

How Are RPGs Different?

In RPGs the audience is also creating the story by interacting with each other. You and your fellow players are enjoying your game’s story as you are writing it. The process of creating that story is as important to the success of a game as the story itself.

Books and movies are assessed as complete works. In games, moment-to-moment engagement far outweighs values such as plot momentum that are critical to other mediums. It’s possible for a two-hour shopping sequence—which has nothing to do with the plot—to be more relevant to the overall fun of a game than a dramatic character reveal.

This unusual audience perspective means a lot of conventional storytelling advice doesn’t apply to stories told through RPGs. In the play Hamlet, for example, a large number of characters die to advance the central character’s story. While in an RPG you can certainly kill a character to advance the plot, killing a PC will cut someone out of the game. You don’t want to kill the king of Denmark at the start of a game if it means one player is going to spend most of their time with nothing to do. Even if the resulting story is as riveting as Hamlet.

Different aspects of storytelling are important based on how the narrative is being presented. For example, if we were to tell the story of Cinderella out loud, we only need to say the dress her fairy godmother gives her is “beautiful.” An audience listening can fill in the details as they like. Their details won’t impact your telling of the story. If we were instead preparing to film an adaptation of Cinderella, the details of her dress become important. The audience is going to see a dress, and you have to make them see it as beautiful.

    The medium changes how an audience engages with the story. In a movie, a dress has to visually provoke a specific reaction. When the story is being told verbally, the audience needs to get enough information to form their own imaginary vision of a beautiful dress.

In RPGs a player—the audience—is expected to inhabit the role of Cinderella. That makes entirely different information relevant. Does the dress affect her abilities beyond making her look like she belongs at a fancy ball? Does she have to accept the dress or can she request a suit? Will the dress be able to conceal a dagger she can use to slay the stepmother and avenge her father’s murder? We may even need to know if the dress has its own hit points!

Even when you are a GM, you are still a member of the audience. The world and story you manage for the PCs still needs to entertain you. Otherwise it won’t be fun to play.


WHERE’S THE PARTY?

To better understand the audience structure of games, let’s look at your favorite stories as if they were games.


	
First write down your favorite stories from books, movies, or TV:
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	Now answer the following questions:



Who are the PCs in this story?
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Could this potentially fit 4–6 players?
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Would a group of players have fun following the story as it is written or told?
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How might the story change if a player needed more for their character to do?
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Being aware of who the audience is will help you more consistently play to the tastes of your group. It will also empower you to take stock of your own desires and orient them toward a narratively fulfilling experience.


RAILROAD CROSSING

One of the most common complaints about GM technique is something called railroading. Essentially this means that the GM isn’t allowing players to make meaningful choices that deviate from a predetermined critical path. In other words, players are being restricted to observing a larger story that moves without them—they’re on a narrative “railroad.”

Often the storytelling instincts behind railroading are good. If you were to script the gaming session as a novel, you could arrange the characters as you like and tell a great story. However, in games the ability for players to drive the story is more important than the overall story structure.

There are lots of GM behaviors that can create a feeling of railroad play. This book will help you identify and avoid those behaviors.



Getting to Know Yourself

The audience member you have the deepest connection to is yourself! When playing an RPG, one of your primary duties is to make sure that you are having fun. Everyone at the table is there to help you, but you have the greatest insight into what makes you tick. Whether you are a PC or a GM you have to make sure that the game brings you some kind of fulfillment.

Unraveling the mystery of how we operate as audience members can be tricky. For some of us, pleasing ourselves is a feat we can only accomplish some of the time. Plenty of people are comfortable saying whether or not they enjoyed a story, but it can be difficult to understand why, let alone to know what needs to change to make the story a better one.

It’s impossible to ensure that you’ll be satisfied by a game 100 percent of the time, even if you’re working really hard at it. What you can do is be analytical about your experiences to help yourself make choices that will set you up for success.


TOTAL EXPERIENCE

Some folks choose to watch movies they think are bad, just for fun. For them, the process of mocking or deconstructing something truly awful is part of a larger enjoyable experience. In learning to understand which aspects of RPGs you like, you’ll need to understand the components that make up your overall experience. Knowing yourself is being able to say “I like making fun of bad movies” rather than “I have fun watching bad movies.”



Chapter 19 of this book will help you break down what you like to do in RPGs and give you a general idea of what you want to pursue when you’re at the table. Your enjoyment is shaped primarily by a few important big decisions you make when preparing to play, and countless small decisions you make throughout the game.

The role-playing system you choose, the role of GM or PC, and even individual character abilities will affect how you engage with the game. Playing a mechanically robust game could place a lot of importance on learning and understanding rules. Playing a canny negotiator might mean a lot of speaking in character. GMing a sci-fi game could mean describing lots of horrific alien monsters. A few top-level choices will greatly influence what you do in a game. That will have a dramatic effect on your experience.

Once your game starts, you’ll be faced with countless situations where you’ll have to choose how to engage with a given scene. Playing with a narrative approach will sometimes call on you to make choices that challenge your desires. A strong thuggish brute is well suited to solving problems with their fists, and that might be what you enjoy most. However, occasionally watching your character sweat through a delicate social situation can make that next fistfight all the more satisfying.

Of course, RPGs are more than personal choices. You’re at the table with a whole group of people, and your experience will be at least partially dictated by what other people want to do. When you’re watching out for yourself as an audience member, your job isn’t to make sure every scene is geared toward your tastes; it’s to ensure there is space for what you like in the overall experience. Otherwise your games become work.

Playing to Expectations

The other players at the table are also part of the audience. You can’t realistically expect to keep track of everyone’s personal preferences. However, if you’re aware of some key structural audience expectations, you can make it easy for people to find their own fun.

Complaints about player behavior are usually prompted by mismatched expectations. Let’s take a look at a few common expectations to be aware of in different roles.

GMS: PROBLEMS MAKE OPPORTUNITIES

Engaging the audience as a GM partially means helping PCs find something for their characters to do. A big part of GMing is looking for diverse challenges that will allow everyone in the group to contribute to the game. When we discuss pacing in Chapter 7, you’ll get a better idea of why you want to vary scene types. For now, it’s important to remember that part of your motivation should be the desire to create opportunities that play to the strengths of individual PCs.

The role of a protagonist in a narrative is generally to be a problem solver. It’s easier for PCs to pull themselves into the action if you put them in challenging situations they think they can solve. A hotshot getaway driver doesn’t have much to do if there are no high-speed chases.


PCS: ONE FOR ALL

PCs are capable of anything. That doesn’t mean they are likely to overcome every challenge successfully. It means anything they do—whether successful or unsuccessful—has the potential to drive the plot forward. As a PC, you can influence the experience of other players based on how you decide to apply your involvement with the story.

    The challenges that drive stories in traditional RPGs are meant to be addressed by a team of characters with varied strengths and weaknesses. PCs who play to their own strengths aren’t guaranteed success, but they give the group the best chance of succeeding. Ideally, when you make a move as a PC you want to play in your portion of the spotlight, not steal it from someone else.

No one chooses a bad roll. Sometimes players choose to take the spotlight when their character isn’t suited for the task at hand, with unfortunate results. It’s especially frustrating to suffer the consequences of a failed action if there was another PC better suited for that moment.

The same holds true for self-destructive choices. It’s cool to punch the chief of police if everyone wants to have their character’s job on the line. It’s not fun if one player is exploring a personal plot that gets in the way of the party’s goals. Choices built around an awareness of the group as a whole are more likely to please the players.

GMS: FOCUS ON THE PARTY

It’s easy to get caught up chasing the narrative of the world, especially when PC choices provoke interesting consequences. However, the majority of the audience only has agency over the story when it revolves around PCs. Devoting too much focus to a world outside the PCs runs the risk of alienating the audience.

It’s really cool if the PC’s latest job caused chaos for the city’s criminal underworld. Following a new gang moving in on recently vacated territory is only interesting if the PCs actively discover that information. Interrogating a new mafia foot soldier is exciting. Watching two NPCs discuss mob politics without the party isn’t.


IMPROVE INVOLVEMENT

Anytime the PCs are watching events unfold without the chance to be meaningfully involved, they’re sitting on a railroad. Part of creating agency for players is orienting the audience perspective around events that directly involve the PCs.



PCS: SEPARATING AUDIENCE AND CHARACTER

Certain fictional archetypes present a real challenge to RPG audiences. Thieves who steal from their friends and badass loners who refuse to cooperate are fun in most stories but suffer in RPGs. In most media these archetypes create compelling tension between characters, which is fun. In RPGs they create tension between the character and the audience, which is distinctly not fun.

You can tell interesting RPG stories with archetypes that call for acting against the group, but they need to be grounded in creating opportunities for other players. A pickpocket taking gold from a fellow PC limits that player’s access to resources. It’s disruptive and hurtful. A pickpocket taking a diary and discovering the fighter is a princess in disguise opens up new opportunities to engage in that character’s backstory.

Actual Play

    Narrative advice for RPGs starts to look more conventional when a game is used to create actual play (AP). AP games are recorded or streamed for a nonparticipating audience to enjoy. The viewing audience won’t necessarily have an impact on your game because they aren’t playing, but their presence will affect how you play.

In unrecorded games the decisions you make affect yourself and the other players at the table. Actual play expands your audience and the number of people affected by your choices. At a table, you can actively check in with your friends. With an unseen audience, you don’t have the same ability to communicate, which makes it easier to take an action that upsets people. The content of traditional games is ephemeral—it lives and dies in memory. Recording means your words stick around longer. Players in AP have far greater accountability than players in a regular game. Not everyone is suited to that kind of performance-centered environment.

AP also shifts the focus of audience enjoyment away from the players’ own experiences. A good deal of the action in RPGs is internal—meaning part of the story exists in a place an external audience can’t appreciate. Having outside observers can mean implicit moments have to become explicit. A conversation between two PCs full of veiled references to a shared past can be really satisfying for the people involved, but it could leave an external audience feeling out of the loop. In this instance AP demands players fold exposition of their character concepts into the narrative, or find another way to frame the events of their story. It’s all part of the small changes that need to happen when your audience dynamic shifts.

    Finally, there is a contrast between observing audiences and participating audiences in how they experience rewards. Awarding PCs with wealth and experience (XP) opens characters up to new opportunities. Part of the fun is players imagining new possibilities for themselves as those experience points move them up through the levels of the game. It doesn’t have the same impact for people who don’t directly control the story. An observing audience might still enjoy seeing a hero receive a reward, but it won’t hold the same significance. The levels of satisfaction are totally different.

AP games are still games, but the structure of an external audience can alter a group’s approach and priorities. When developing an RPG for AP, it’s important to consider how that structure might affect your fun.
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    Problems at RPG tables are usually rooted in miscommunication, and most of that is caused by mismatched expectations. Players can avoid these problems by establishing a set of common objectives for their game. Objectives are goals for the story, characters, and tone of the game. Bringing them into the open helps ensure everyone is after the same thing.

Imagine a film where half the cast is looking to create a heady award-winning film and the other half wants to make a lighthearted action blockbuster. Both approaches to filmmaking have their own conventions. What works for one won’t necessarily work for the other. Even if everyone in the cast is doing their best, they will have serious problems accomplishing either goal. The same concept is true for RPGs. When you haven’t talked about what everybody wants, players have the potential to get in each other’s way.

In this chapter, we’re going to look at which choices are influenced by a group’s objective and why that’s important to the story.

Picking a Game

RPGs are a diverse medium, and there are thousands of different games. To a certain extent, you can tell any story with any game system. You can play emotional stories using a system primarily concerned with how many cool guns you can fit on a big robot. However, it’s worth taking note of when a game supports what you want and when it gets in your way.

Ultimately RPGs are tool kits that players can engage and ignore as they like. There are plenty of possibilities a group might encounter that won’t fit into the structure a designer foresaw when writing the manual. Game designers work to craft systems with specific goals and audiences in mind. If you don’t think rolling handfuls of dice, spending action points, or pulling bricks from a jumbling tower is fun, it’s probably not the best idea to commit to a game that asks you to do any of those things often.

Here’s an example that will help illustrate this point. Rebecca and Sanjay want to play a game about two tough-as-nails orc mercenaries who hate and love each other in equal measure. They’re caught between two games because they can see their story fitting into either system:




	GLOOMSPRINTER

	CROSSED STARS




	Genre: Fantasy Cyberpunk

	Genre: Romance




	An urban fantasy cyberpunk RPG about mercenaries living on the edge of the law in a dystopian future. This game features robust options for combat. It has a dozen fighting skills applicable in various situations. Granular factors like terrain, weather, and a character’s physical health can influence each action. Most scenes revolve around rolling fistfuls of dice.

	A game that can be applied to many potential settings where the romantic tension is represented by a wooden jumbling tower. If the tower falls, someone acts on feelings they are trying to repress. The game revolves around scenes that increase intimacy between characters, slowly making the tower more unstable. Anything can happen in a game of Crossed Stars, but the only action it mechanically supports is intimate tension.






Gloomsprinter has lots of options for playing mercenaries, and Crossed Stars absolutely supports romance.

If both players are interested in the moment-to-moment choices mercenaries make in combat, then Gloomsprinter is a good option. They can still play out their romance, but the system won’t have any rules for falling in love.

If Rebecca and Sanjay are more interested in romance, Gloomsprinter has the potential to get in the way of their experience. Hyperfocus on missions and combat means long stretches of play between scenes about intimacy; almost none of the information on Gloomsprinter character sheets will be relevant. In this scenario, Crossed Stars is the better choice and will allow Rebecca and Sanjay to focus on the stuff that really holds their interest.

Understanding your objectives will help you evaluate how your chosen system supports or inhibits your game. Finding a game that fits your objectives will make playing easier and more fun.

Tone

    For narrative play, it’s especially important to make sure your group agrees on a tone. Tone describes the general style of a story. It affects the content as well as how that content is presented. The same basic premise can make a wildly different experience depending on the tone.

Let’s look at how a change in tone might alter the content and presentation of events in a Western:


	
Light, cartoony: You shoot at Pigsty Pete and his gang of outlaws as they run out of town. “Yeeeeeouch!” Pete pops ten feet into the air grabbing a hole blown in the back of his pants. “I guess Pigsty Pete won’t walk into this town again,” the sheriff says with a wink.


	
Gritty, realistic: The air rings with the crack of your revolver. Pigsty Pete falls to the ground with a choking cry. His companions rush to haul him away. You can see blood pooling under his leg. “Looks like Pigsty Pete won’t walk in this town again,” the sheriff says with a wink that sends chills down your spine. You struggle to holster your revolver, as your hands haven’t stopped shaking.


	
Over the top, action: We enter bullet-time and follow your shot through the air. Orchestral music plays while the doves sitting between you and Pete take flight. We can see Pete reflected in the silver coating on your bullet just before it hits him. We resume normal speed as Pigsty Pete’s leg explodes in a fountain of blood. Pete screams a string of curses. “I guess Pigsty Pete won’t walk in this town again,” the sheriff says with a wink, casually taking a drag on his cigar.




This is the same event, a successful attack against Pigsty Pete. It looks very different based on the tone of the game. Some players would jump at the chance to describe over-the-top gore and violence, while others would rather focus on the emotional impact of taking a life. For some groups killing an antagonist isn’t appropriate at all.

Some players can be flexible and move between different tones. Other players might have limitations on tone, based on personal comfort. Finding the right tone will enable your group to invest themselves confidently in the material.

Genre

Genres are stylistic groups that separate fiction into different categories. They are composed of related tropes and setting elements. Working within one or more genres will help your group establish stylistic parameters.

Fantasy adventure might place you in a medieval world full of magic and swordplay, period noir sets you in a stylized vision of the past full of crime and betrayal, and modern-day slice of life puts you in a grounded world like our own. Each of those genres comes with tropes that have major implications for the sort of content we expect to see, and those will dictate the stylistic feel of the game.

Depending on which genre you choose, the same setting can feel dramatically different. Let’s say we want to play a game set in space where characters can travel between worlds. Lots of genres can support that setting, but they each can look very different:


	
Far future sci-fi: Technology is incredibly advanced and not limited by what we understand to be possible. There are a vast number of intelligent aliens to interact with, and space is open to explore with some kind of faster-than-light transportation.

	
Near-future hard sci-fi: Technology is familiar; this genre might use concepts we have imagined but not built. A character’s reach is restricted to our solar system, and alien life is more scientifically grounded. Probably no faster-than-light travel.

	
Sci-fi pulp: A retro take on space with streamlined rockets and bubble helmets. Aliens look like humans in cheap costumes or bug-eye green monsters with ray guns. Lasers, rockets, and crystals reflect marvelous, but not scientifically realistic, technology.

	
Space punk: Technology is advanced, but most of what PCs have access to is old and clunky. There are no aliens, but humans give you more than enough to worry about. Long-distance space travel is controlled by oppressive entities.

	
Space opera: Not only is technology wildly advanced, but it’s been that way for a long time. Things don’t have to scientifically make sense, and there can even be a touch of magic and mysticism. Aliens are all over the place. Faster-than-light travel is commonplace.

	
Dying Earth: Interplanetary technology is new, experimental, or rare. All of humanity is forced onto a small fleet or a single ship.



Depending on which of these genres you choose, the aesthetics and attitude of your setting will change. Genre will also likely have an influence on the kind of stories and characters your group creates. The youngest in a long line of space princes is probably not a good concept for space punk or near-future sci-fi, but that adventure would be right at home in space opera or sci-fi pulp.

MIX AND MATCH

In RPGs we also have the ability to blend and remix genres to create new conventions. Combining genres can expand the narrative tools and aesthetics available to players and even sharpen the focus of the game.



SUBBING IN!

Try adding one of these subgenres to one of the genres just discussed to create a more focused vision for our space-faring game:


	Western

	Mecha

	Horror

	Superhero

	Slice of Life

	Noir



Combining space opera with mecha lets us know that most of the conflict is going to revolve around pilots battling with anthropomorphic robot suits. The scale of battle will be immense, and the mechs don’t need to follow a grounded logic. Mixing mecha with space punk will lower the scale of combat. There could be a huge galactic war in the background, but protagonists in a mecha space punk story will likely be a small family trying to keep their rusting machines together so they can survive.



Genre provides a stylistic architecture to frame your game. It will help players make similar assumptions, which is one of your major goals for stating objectives.

Story and Character Goals

Once you’ve established the larger objectives, it’s still good to have an explicit discussion about what everyone wants to do with those concepts. Even if players aren’t sure where their PCs are going to end up, they probably have a general idea of the direction they want to head. The GM can also establish goals for the game with the group. If the group knows the GM wants to run an adventure in a hollow Earth, they’re less likely to try to avoid a cave that will take them there.

THE SPOILER TRAP FOR GMS

Some players are afraid to discuss their ideas because they want to avoid spoilers for the group. This is really tricky territory. As we’ve discussed, your fellow players are an audience, but they are also your creative partners. Playing your ideas too close to your chest can confuse or even alienate your collaborators. You might even find it difficult or frustrating to move your story forward because no one knows how to help you tell the story.

Let’s say your GM asks everyone to create soldiers for a military campaign. Your character is Li Cheng, a private who aspires to advance in rank so he can feel closer to veterans he admires in his family. However, by session two, it’s clear that your party is meant to desert their mission. Knowing that, you might have created a different character.

Stories are flexible. It would definitely be interesting to watch Cheng adjust to a new reality, but that doesn’t necessarily mean you’re interested in exploring that. The early twist of having to desert could be a fun surprise, but not if the most engaging aspects of your character disappear. You can avoid potential disappointment by discussing general concepts in terms of your objective for the game.

As a player you can state, “I want to see this character advance in a military career.” This establishes that both you and your character are interested in exploring that story. It sets a kind of boundary specific to the character concept. If the GM’s story doesn’t have room for a plot like that, it gives them an opportunity to let you know your initial concept won’t fit.

Alternatively, the GM could decide their plot isn’t totally incompatible with your desire to play a military hero. If they know your objective for Cheng, they have the opportunity to assure you there is room for your story even if the plot seems like it’s going in another direction. Responding with “Are you open to your character taking a nontraditional path toward that goal?” lets you know that surprises might be in store, but it doesn’t let you know what they are. When the twist pops up, you are free to lean into what’s happening because you know your GM has acknowledged your objective.

THE SPOILER TRAP FOR PCS

Some character plots revolve around hidden information. It’s tempting to keep your fellow PCs in the dark to set up a big reveal. PCs have less responsibility for your personal story than the GM, so treating them more like an audience makes sense. However, without knowing what you want for your story, it’s difficult for your fellow players to understand your choices. The last thing you want is to frustrate your friends while setting up a fun surprise.

Let’s say you’re playing Requiem Signal, a mercenary who used to work for the game’s primary antagonist. Requiem has a kill switch implanted in their neck, and they need to deactivate it before they can truly be free.

Your preference might be to reveal this information at a dramatic moment. If your fellow PCs don’t know that, they could push to confront the villain before you’re ready, robbing your moment of its impact. They might become frustrated with you for resisting what seems like an obvious plan, or blame the GM for preventing them from achieving a simple goal.

Telling your group, “I need to confront the villain before I take revenge,” lets them know your objective requires you to have some kind of direct conversation. It will prevent confusion from tearing the group apart.

Providing an even more specific objective empowers the group to actively support your story. Saying, “My character has a secret she is hesitant to share, but she trusts this group to help her confront the villain before getting revenge,” keeps your secret but lets the group know you have one. This way when you’re dramatically cagey they can play along. They can also assume your character’s surprising behavior is related to an impending plot twist and not a lack of cooperation.

Generally speaking, your fellow players want to work with you to have fun. It’s hard for them to do that if they don’t know the kind of fun you want to have. Setting objectives brings all of that into the open, empowering everyone to work together.
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