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Introduction 

Roleplay Creatively 
The Creative Roleplayer is for those who want more out of their tabletop gaming experience. Maybe 

you’re new to these sorts of games and are looking to impress. Maybe you want to take your gaming 

to the next level. Maybe you’re a Game Master (GM) wanting to run incredible, engaging sessions. 

The Creative Roleplayer is for people like you. 

But there’s something you need to do first. To change the way you play involves changing your 

habits. It involves setting aside some time to think about your character or run through some 

exercises. The tools in this guide will only help you if you use them. 

Before going on you need to decide, right now, that you are going to improve. You are responsible 

for your own creativity. You will use whatever resources you have - in this guide and elsewhere - to 

reshape the way you game.  

The world teems with inspiration for your creativity. It is a vibrant, abundant place. Even the 

simplest conversation is rich in fuel for your mind, if you let it be. It’s time to let the wealth of ideas 

in. This guide is your key to unlocking the creative energy within. 

Your Author 
This is a practical guide for improving your gameplay experience. This advice ranges from character 

creation tips to techniques for improving your presence. You might be wondering who I am and 

whether I’m qualified to discuss these things.  

I write about creativity. There’s a lot of research out there about it - some of it cutting-edge 

neuroscience - but not a lot of practical advice. This is because there is still so much we don’t know. 

The brain is mysterious and creativity seems to be one of the mind’s strangest functions. Still, there 

is a lot we can say about how creativity works and how to improve it. My writing brings this 

knowledge to everyone. 

On the roleplaying side, I’ve been a GM for a few years and a player for a few years before that. I 

have run campaigns for groups of new players as well as players with decades of experience. I have 

run pre-published adventures and intricate worlds of my own design. I have run campaigns from 

level one and taken over campaigns partway through.  

But my main credentials are that I live my message. I used to feel frustrated - I had this burning 

creative desire, but no real outlet. I was not talented. I couldn’t write or draw, or do anything. On 

top of this, I lacked the energy and focus to learn. Despite my creative urges, I’d spent my free time 

zoned out watching TV. Writing something like this guide would have been beyond me. 

At some stage, I deliberately increased my personal energy levels. I was then able to learn these 

things. In my spare time, I maintain a popular blog and podcast, research psychology and 

neuroscience, design board games, develop roleplaying scenarios and resources… oh, and run a few 

campaigns on the side. I feel more energetic with each passing month. 

Now, I’m not saying you’ll gain more energy and focus from this guide - though it’s possible. What 

I’m saying is that I understand feeling like you have no energy or all your creativity is dried up.  
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Whatever your situation, this guide will help you. 

What is Creativity? 
Creativity is defined as the process of making something that is both new and useful. This definition 

makes sense, though it is a little vague. Who judges ‘useful’? Can an idea be new even if someone 

else thought of it first? Don’t people say that there’s nothing new under the sun? 

What I like about the definition is that it supports a universal truth: everyone is creative. A friend of 

mine says that he doesn’t have the imagination for roleplaying games. Even if that’s true, does that 

mean he is not creative? Not at all. If I faced a real-world obstacle - whether it was starting a 

business or disposing of a body - I would go to him for advice. He is practical, always full of great 

ideas for fixing things around him. He is certainly creative (and I’m convinced he would enjoy 

roleplaying games if he gave it a go). 

The science backs me up on this - everyone is creative. Everyone has their own style. Some people 

are chaotic and spontaneous. Ideas seem to pop into their heads as if placed there by angels. Other 

people prefer linear, procedural ways of thinking. They start with what they know and drill down 

into the problem, not stopping until they find a solution.  

Both approaches look inside your mind to find something new. Creativity is magic. Ideas appear 

where there were no ideas before. 

It takes time to learn how to express creativity. The magic and inspiration is always there; what takes 

time is learning the tools. Painters must learn thousands of things about light, colour, shape, 

canvases, paint, brushes, water, even psychology. All are vital skills that no one is born with. 

Fortunately, you already know how to use a fantastic tool for creative expression: roleplaying games. 

It might seem ridiculous to compare talking about elves to what Michelangelo did on the roof of the 

Sistine Chapel. You don’t have to be a master to paint something wonderful and you don’t have to 

be a painter to be creative. Storytellers are undeniably creative. Roleplaying games are collaborative 

storytelling. 

You Are Allowed to Have Fun 
Some people think that their abilities are fixed, either at birth or from a young age. It must be hard 

for these people to dabble in new things. I doubt any of them question the value of practice. Still, to 

think that they “aren’t good” at writing or whatever must be demotivating. 

The truth is your abilities are fluid. You can improve your skills - any skills, no matter what they are. 

There are natural limits, perhaps, and you’ll have things you gravitate towards. Even so, there is 

nothing you can’t drastically improve. People who recognise that they can improve have a ‘growth 

mindset’. And people with a growth mindset do well in life. They never stop developing. 

Whatever you do, you become good at. What you practice is what you become smart in. This is true 

even of mental habits, like showing gratitude. It’s also true of creativity. Be creative and you will 

become creative. 



The Creative Roleplayer  www.mindwalker.co 

The Creative Roleplayer  - 6 - 

The domain in which you are creative doesn’t matter. If you want to spend your life being an 

architect, I salute you. But if you want to practice creativity, you might as well do it while doing 

something fun. 

When I say that I want you to get the most out of your roleplaying, I don’t just mean you’ll have 

more fun at the table. That’s a nice side-effect. What I mean is that your sharpened creativity will 

spill into every domain of your life. This spill is a flood that lifts all boats. 

Using the Book 
Throughout this book, you’ll find questions in bold. These bolded questions are duplicated in the 

back, in a Player Question Sheet and a GM Question Sheet. Feel free to print these out, scribble on 

them, keep them handy for your next game. 

This book is divided into three smaller guides for your convenience. The first is the Player Guide, full 

of exercises and resources that will elevate your character to a new dimension.  

(Perhaps even literally, depending on your genre).  

The second guide, Smoother Gameplay, is for both players and GMs. It serves as a mix between an 

interlude and an advanced chapter. Inside, you will learn simple yet powerful techniques to make 

your roleplaying experience smoother. Imagine playing faster and more accurately. You spend less 

time fumbling through manuals and more time with the other players captivated by your presence. 

Finally, the GM Guide focuses on GM-specific exercises and resources. These add depth and ease to 

your game. 

Head straight to where you need to go. 

I’ll be waiting. 
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Player Guide 
Players have an advantage over GMs: they are able to focus on one character. Whether your 

character has been with you for years or they have a life expectancy shorter than milk’s, you only 

have one thing to worry about. 

Excellent roleplaying makes your game more interesting. Even though you have the one character to 

focus on, you can keep it from getting boring by learning how to play them well. Each session can be 

like catching up with an old friend - a friend you can control the minute they start annoying you. 

It can be the perfect relationship, if you let it. 

The Player Guide has three main sections: 

 Character Design: your journey’s beginning; the stuff done before you first roll to hit. These 

helpful tools cover the raw materials of your character: backstory, personality quirks, 

appearance… the works. 

 Character Depiction: want to show the world what your character looks like? Lack artistic 

skills? No problem, I have you covered. 

 Character Actions: the juicy bits. What the best players do at the table to make their 

characters memorable. 
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Character Design 
Creative roleplay means you don’t stop with rolling for stats. The following tools will ensure you 

never play a dull sword-swinger again. Pick whichever exercises interest you the most and run with 

them. 

You might find that, during these exercises, you find that your character design doesn’t make sense. 

Make it make sense. Assume that the description is true - what would such a character look like? 

There are no wrong answers, just as there are no wrong personalities. 

1 

Your journey begins…  

                                                           
1
 Image source: https://pixabay.com/en/boat-water-river-bristol-sea-1396506/ 
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How are they you? 

Take a minute to write down the similarities between you and your character. Skip the obvious stuff 

and focus on unique character traits. For example, my characters tend to be obsessive in one way or 

another. Maybe you and your character are nerdy, smart-arses or full of mischief.  

Scribble down what first comes to mind. Focus on creating many ideas - you can scrap the ones you 

don’t like later. 

What do you and your character have in common? 

 

 

Now, take a moment to think about how they differ from you. Again, skip the obvious stuff like job 

and race. Are they a bully? A poet? Prone to fits of sadistic giggling?  

Just like we did above, write as many ideas as you can. When you are done, cross out anything that 

doesn’t feel right. 

How is your character different from you? 
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How would you describe…? 

Fictional things are often surprisingly complicated. For example, Jedi are essentially psychic space 

samurai Templar. The Protoss from the Starcraft series are fanatical psychic space cyborg reptiles. 

Describe your character’s class using as many descriptions as you can. 

 

 

For example, Rangers could be stealthy wilderness explorer archers/swordsmen. 

Now, add, remove or change one of those descriptors. You could change it to its opposite or 

something random. How does this describe your character? 
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Three minor quirks plus a major one 

You are more than just your job. In the same way, a fighter does more than swing a sword. 

‘Quirks’ cover all range of subtle things that distinguish your character. They could be strange 

physical attributes, vocal mannerisms, hobbies, superstitions, fears, attractions and many others. 

Everyone has a lot of these, but let’s keep it simple. 

Think of three minor quirks for your character. Minor quirks don’t show up very often or aren’t very 

noticeable. They could be as simple as stroking their chin while talking, having a thrice-broken nose 

or having dark hair that goes blonde during summer.  

Write down three minor quirks. 

 

 

Now think of a major quirk. Major quirks are soon noticed by everyone the character interacts with. 

When thinking about your character later, people will say “oh yeah, that’s the person with the 

quirk!” Major quirks could be as dramatic as an ugly scar, or subtle like a frequently itchy nose - 

either way, the quirk comes up in most interactions. 

Write down one major quirk. 

 

 

Write these quirks on your character sheet. Discuss with your GM whether acting on these quirks 

earns any reward (you never know). Have fun with it - maybe keep them subtle most of the time, 

then go over the top in dramatic situations. Your character will be unforgettable, I promise you - 

though I take no responsibility for how much you annoy everyone at your table. 
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Embrace contradictions. Embrace flaws. 

Your character might be a brave warrior, a genius hacker or a cunning wizard. 

But they are also human. (Or at least, human-ish). This means that they, like everyone else, are 

peppered with character flaws and contradictions.  

To add depth to your character, write down a simple, one-word description of their personality. 

Then write down ways in which they are the opposite. 

 

 

For example, the brave fighter is afraid of poodles, the genius hacker is a sucker when it comes to 

salespeople and the cunning wizard is regularly outsmarted by local students. 
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Your highest stat. Your dump stat. 

Stats define your character’s abilities but don’t always define their personality. But they can. 

After rolling for stats, consult the table below. What your character is good at and bad at can be 

traced to one thing about them (rather than two things, like “I’m strong but clumsy”). Why waste 

this perfectly good chance for character development?  Take your highest and lowest (or “dump”) 

stats and look them up on the table: 

    
Dump Stat 

   

 
  STR DEX CON INT WIS CHA 

 
STR   Arthritic Manic Concussed Possessed Scarred 

 
DEX Skinny   Feeble Gambler Artist Burglar 

High 
Stat 

CON Wiry Pack Mule   Slave Labourer Stubborn 

 
INT Nerdy Hyperactive 

Light 
Sensitivity 

  Academic Obsessive 

 
WIS Herbalist Injured Elderly Nomad   Cynic 

 
CHA Beautiful Glamorous Glutton Young Nobility   

 

Feel free to change these descriptions with whatever makes sense to you. In this table, I’ve assumed 

that schooling improves INT and life experience gives you WIS. You can define them differently, of 

course. You could even argue INT and WIS are the same - the trick then with INT versus WIS (and 

vice versa) is to think about someone who is smart in one way but dumb in another. An eccentric 

genius, perhaps? 

Another way to think about this is to use the two highest stats. What do they, in combination, say 

about your character? 

  STR DEX CON INT WIS CHA 

STR   
Weapon 
master 

Athlete Town Guard Hunter Gladiator 

DEX     Sly Brawler Tinkerer Street rat Trickster 

CON       
Martial 
Artist 

Bar 
Brawler 

Circus 
Performer 

INT         Mystic Schemer 

WIS           Advisor 
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Of course, there’s no reason why you can’t use both tables with the same character. 

For example, say your highest stats are WIS then CON, and your lowest stat is CHA. The first table 

says your character is a Cynic, while the second table says they are a Bar Brawler. In other words, 

they are someone who is fed up with life, so they spend all day at the tavern picking fights. 

Write down your descriptions from the table(s) and a quick note about how these tie together. 
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Weapon of Choice 

Have a think about your character’s favourite weapon. It might be a class of weapons such as battle-

axes. It might be a specific laser pistol. It might be a magical implement or computer uplink device. 

How does your character think about their chosen weapon? Do they view it with spiritual awe? Have 

they customised its appearance, maybe adding notches for each kill? Or do they see them as 

disposable, interchangeable tools? Write down what first comes to mind. 

What is your character’s view of their weapon? 

 

 

Now have a think about how they treat their weapon out of combat. Do they use their sword as an 

eating utensil or do they keep it obsessively clean? Does the archer use their broken arrows for 

firewood? Do they conceal their magic ring with a glove? 

How do they use their weapon out of combat? 

 

 

Do they nickname their weapon? Perhaps they use special jargon or slang for their weapons. Make 

note of a few ideas below. 

What do they call their weapon? 
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A product of your environment 

This exercise is designed to generate a backstory based on locations. These locations could be part of 

the GM’s notes or a vague idea you have for your character’s origins. 

Your character is a product of their environment. For this exercise, you will take their home 

environment and link it to some detail about them. From this link, we can spin a backstory. 

Take a piece of paper and write your character’s name in the middle.  

 

Now, write down 3-5 things about that character. Keep it simple - the sort of things you’d notice 

from a quick glance, or superficial details about their life.  
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In the above example, the character: is scarred, is a thief, has a pet bird and likes food. 

Do the same with an important environment. For example, the place they grew up or the last place 

they lived. Whatever first comes to mind. 

 

The character recently lived in a city-state. That environment is associated with politics, wealth, 

military and artisans. 

Take one of the word bubbles from around the character and find a link with one around the 

environment. For example: 

 Thief with Politics: The character’s reputation of getting difficult jobs done attracted 

interest. He spent years doing jobs for the city’s elite, until… 

 Scarred with Wealth: The character owes a lot of money to the wrong people. And has the 

scars the prove it. The only way to clear the debt is… 

 Pet bird with Military: The bird seemed harmless enough. Pretty, grimy, a little hungry. But 

the character soon learned it was a messenger for the town guard, carrying the secret of… 

 Likes food with Artisans: The best job in the city is working for the famous chefs. Taking 

notes, helping in the kitchens, tracking down rare ingredients - it was all fun. At least, until 

the head of the cooking guild was murdered and the character was framed for it… 

As you can see, these work well as seeds for backstories. Expand on them until you find something 

you’re happy with. And remember: if an association doesn’t make sense, keep playing with it until it 

does.  
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Random Words as Backstory Seeds 

If you are stuck for inspiration, randomly generate it. Find either a dictionary or an online random 

word generator. Gather about five random words and use some to tell a story about your character. 

An excellent resource for this exercise is the Fantasy Title Generator at: 

http://www.fantasyliterature.com/library/fantasytitlegenerator.html 

What are the random words? What story ties them together? 

 

 

  

http://www.fantasyliterature.com/library/fantasytitlegenerator.html
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Character Motivation 

Your character is on some kind of quest. If not, are they really worthy of being called an adventurer? 

Quests are formulaic. Use that formula to your advantage. Pick one of the quest categories below 

and ask yourself, ‘why would my character be doing that?’ 

Quest Type Examples 

Seeking an Object A weapon 
Treasure 
A stolen family heirloom 
A sacred artefact 
A kidnapped relative 
The source of the villain’s power 
Evidence in a crime 
The lost city of gold 

Seeking Knowledge The cure for a curse 
The answer to a personal mystery 
A way through the mountains 
A powerful ritual 
The identity of a murderer 
The recipe for an antidote 
A Rosetta Stone for an ancient language 

Seeking an Outcome Revenge 
Building a new temple 
Clearing a dangerous forest 
Ending a war 

Seeking Transformation Ancient elemental power 
Reversing lycanthropy  
Removing a possessing spirit 
Finding a replacement for a lost limb 
Becoming the host of a powerful entity 
Removing painful memories 

Seeking Emotion Love 
Joy 
Relief 
Satisfaction 
Ending guilt 
Ending fear 
Ending hate 
Ending pain 
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The Backstory Checklist 

Once you have an idea for a backstory, or at least the beginnings of one, run it by the following 

checklist: 

Is your character’s backstory: 

Short, 

Interesting, and 

Open. 

Is it Short? 

A good backstory doesn’t have to be pages long. In fact, a backstory that long can’t be good. Long 

backstories tend to be unfocused and rambling, as if the player is unsure of who their character is. 

By forcing yourself to keep it short, you can’t hide from your character. You must know, with clarity, 

who they are and what they’re doing. 

Is in Interesting? 

There’s a reason people play as dragon-slaying space pirates and not accountants. An accountant’s 

problems are captivating to the accountant. A space pirate’s problems are interesting to everyone. 

That’s not to say that your character doesn’t have mundane problems. They stub their toe and get 

sued like everyone else. But these problems aren’t why your character is an adventurer. Think of the 

gravity of what your character does. The backstory has to motivate these actions. 

For example, your character wants to kill the necromancer that wiped out his village. That’s why he 

took up a sword and wandered off into the wilderness. If he lost his house to con artists, that only 

explains why he got a second job mopping floors at the tavern. 

Make your character worthy of slaying dragons. 

Is it Open? 

Does the backstory give your character anything to do? If they want to end goblin raids on their 

town, then killing the goblins shouldn’t happen in the backstory. Also, killing goblins is a low-level 

activity - is your character going to have anything to do at higher levels? 

Your backstory should explain why your character has a wand or raygun in their hand right now. It 

should also provide scope for them to still be carrying it 20 sessions from now.  
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Character Depiction 
Humans are visual creatures. What we see shapes how we act and what we imagine. 

By visualising your character, you will take your roleplaying to a new place. No longer will they be 

abstract words on a page. Your eye will see them. Your mind will follow. 

Oh, and artistic skill is not necessary. Trust me - if I can do it, you can. 

2 

Enter your mind’s eye… 

  

                                                           
2
 Image source: https://images.unsplash.com/photo-1448932133140-

b4045783ed9e?crop=entropy&fit=max&fm=jpg&ixlib=rb-0.3.5&q=80&w=1080 
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Drawing Warm-up 

For the following exercise, you will need: a drawing implement, a piece of paper, a stopwatch. 

Take a couple of minutes to draw your character. Literally, set your timer for 120 seconds. Don’t 

worry about finishing or making it look pretty. Focus on conveying as much of their personality and 

physical traits as you can. 

Put the pencil down as soon as the two minutes are up. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Warm-up Debrief 

How did you go? Keep this image; we’ll use it as a reference later. For now, have a look at it. Are 

there parts you like? Are there parts you don’t like? Does it look like them, even a little? Write down 

your thoughts. 

 

 

It doesn’t matter what these answers are. They will provide a guide on what to keep and what needs 

improving. No matter how good or bad the picture is, it gives us clues for the final image. 
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Head Shapes 

Thanks to the Character Design chapter, you now have a clear idea of your character’s personality. 

Their personality is our guide for depicting their appearance. 

Let’s start with the head. Animators understand that the shape of the head conveys a lot of 

personality.  

 

These faces are simple, featureless shapes. They have the same eyes. And yet, each has a different 

personality. Round heads suggest a friendly disposition. Square heads suggest a grumpy or thuggish 

creature. Triangular heads can convey power, authority or strength. 

Think about a cartoon character that has a similar personality to your character. What shape is their 

head?  

Make a note of what head shape you’ll be using. 
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Facial Features 

The eyes, nose, mouth and ears all convey personality. Together with the head shape, you can 

encode a lot of information. 

Asymmetries in the eyes create a crazed feel. Semicircle eyes suggest happiness, if the flat line is on 

the bottom. They can also be surly, untrusting eyes if the flat line is on top. Experiment with the 

space between eyes, too. Eyes that are close together imply the character focuses on details, while 

eyes that are apart suggest a broader view of the world. 

Ears that stick out give a goofy feel to your character. For more serious characters, keep the ears flat. 

A small nose makes someone look shy; a large nose conveys confidence. Flared nostrils suggest 

violence or anger.  

A large mouth makes the face look vocal and loud, whereas a small one suggests a quieter person. 

Don’t forget about the hair. Since hair is easy to alter, it tells a lot about the character’s 

circumstances and their view of the world. Think about how long, curly hair gives a different feel to a 

short shaven head. 

Write down the ways your character’s personality maps to their facial features. 
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The Final Details 

Faces are complex, often in subtle ways. Think about the sorts of things that can distinguish a face. 

Are their wrinkles or is the skin smooth? If there are wrinkles, what do they say? Are they from a 

lifetime of turmoil, anger or laughter? 

What about scars, burns or other injuries? Are they old and faded, or fresh and vibrant? 

I haven’t mentioned the body yet. The body is less important, especially for simple sketches. Still, 

there are two things worth keeping in mind: 

 Size - the size of the head relative to the body suggests how tall they are. Dwarves and 

halflings have large heads on squat bodies. Elves and giants have tall bodies crowned with 

small heads. 

 Shape - the three basic body types are slender, fat and muscular. Pick one which best 

reflects your character’s personality and background. 

With everything in mind, set the timer for two minutes again. Sketch your character, focusing on 

the little improvements over the last sketch. 
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Stealing Art 

Of course, you don’t have to draw your character. You can always steal someone else’s art. 

I’m assuming you know how to do a Google image search. But Google isn’t the only site that 

overflows with high-quality images, drawings and photographs. There are plenty of options to 

consider. 

When I’m in the mood to borrow some art, my first stop is always the Creative Commons search 

engine (https://search.creativecommons.org/). From here, you can search all kinds of excellent sites. 

Pixabay and Google Images are my favourites for general searches. Europeana is great for images 

with a historical feel. Open Clip Art hosts simple cartoons, which can make excellent avatars. 

To browse an enormous library of fantasy art, there’s always DeviantArt. Quality varies (a lot), but 

the best images have a way of bubbling to the top. Use Google Image Search to search for 

site:deviantart.com <search terms>. If you can’t find what you want, add/refine your search terms. 

* 

The steps above work better for popular ideas. An elf wizard is easier to find than a goblin mech 

pirate with a skin condition. What do you do when you can’t draw and your idea is unique? 

It’s the 21st Century. There are always options. 

You could commission a drawing. The price is shockingly low. But suppose you don’t want to do that, 

there’s software to help you. HeroMachine (http://www.heromachine.com) seems to strike a great 

balance between functionality and useability. If nothing else, check out their Hall of Fame. 

  

https://search.creativecommons.org/
https://www.google.com.au/search?q=image&hl=en&biw=1330&bih=849&site=webhp&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjk68mJ0bHOAhVIJZQKHTEGDDIQ_AUIBigB#hl=en&tbm=isch&q=site:deviantart.com+wizard
http://www.heromachine.com/
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Character Actions 
Creativity doesn’t stop when the game starts. How you run your character when the dice start rolling 

is the most important thing. People love a character that stands out from the pack. 

You’ve done most of the work. Take what you have from the Character Design section. Allow it to 

naturally unfold. 

It’s easy to fall into the trap of talking about dice and stats. To take your roleplaying to the next level, 

recapture the spark. A simple fight becomes legendary when your character moves with style. 

 

3
 

Prepare yourself!  
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Describe the Scene to Your Mother 

… or your non-gamer friend. Don’t actually do this, unless the people in your life tolerate your 

weirdness. But imagine you will later. What would you say to them? 

I’ll tell you what you wouldn’t say: “I roll to hit”. It’s a valid sentence at the gaming table. It conveys 

a lot of information. Within the contest of the rules, rolling to hit is shorthand for an array of exciting 

possibilities. 

But there’s nothing exciting about listening to people roll to hit. The excitement comes from what 

happens. You swing your sword. You leap over the chasm. You talk the madman down even though 

your gun isn’t loaded.  

Every scene is, at its heart, about conflict. The conflict might be purely violent - kill them before they 

kill you. Or you might be haggling - you want the lowest price while the merchant wants the highest 

price. The conflict is what is interesting. Rolling dice injects tension by adding randomness to the 

conflict. 

Tension and conflict. That is what you would describe to your mother. 

The next time you go to roll, imagine you are describing the scene to someone else. It could be 

yourself, although someone less familiar is better. Think about what would captivate them. Pretend 

they are listening as you describe the way the fireball ripples through the air, straight towards the 

evil wizard’s face… 
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What’s Your Character’s Spirit Animal? 

As I write this, I’m watching a lynx hunting a rabbit. Not in real life, of course. It’s a documentary. 

The lynx is silent, stealthy, buried in snow. It inches forward. The element of surprise is crucial but 

precarious. Every second, every centimetre increases the odds of the rabbit noticing the predator. 

The chase begins. The lynx lunges forward. Even though it is moving at speed, it swiped with both 

claws. It misses but lands on its paws, falling into a run. The rabbit leaps, fleeing at top speed. It is 

fast and agile. But not enough to pull away. The lynx lashes out mid-stride, catching the rabbit’s hind 

leg. The quarry stumbles, then recovers. It has lost precious ground. 

This scene repeats. The lynx targets the legs again and again. It never sacrifices speed, remaining as 

close as it can. The rabbit stumbles, then recovers. The lynx gains ground. 

Soon, the rabbit’s luck runs out. It stumbles, crashing into the snow. Its predator is on it within 

milliseconds. The hunt is over. 

* 

I recently watched videos of eagles, bears and snakes, all engaged in violent acts. Each predator 

moves in a unique way. Each uses some special blend of power, speed and precision to lay its enemy 

low.  

Your character is the same. Are they like a bear - a sheer mass of power barrelling straight towards 

an enemy? Are they like a snake - eerily still with a laser focus, culminating with a lightning-fast 

crack? Are they like an eagle - moving fast and silent, tracking their prey’s every movement? 

Chances are, your character’s fighting style resembles that of an animal. At least superficially. Many 

martial arts styles model themselves off animals. Your character, whether wielding a gun or sword, 

will gravitate towards a particular style. 

Pick an animal that suits their combat style. Study how that animal hunts. Pay close attention to how 

they change tactics for different prey. If there is a martial art that draws on this animal, check out 

videos on the internet. 

Describe your character’s actions on the battlefield. Let their style shine through. Even the 

spellcaster that keeps out of the fight will hurl their spells in a particular way. 

What is your character’s spirit animal? How does that influence their fighting style? 
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Mood 

How does your character celebrate? When things are going well, what do they do? One person’s 

celebration is another’s coping mechanism. If they descend into hedonism, is it out of joy or are they 

drowning their sorrows? 

What about when things go wrong? Some people become sullen, others become cranky. You could 

imagine some adventurers become angry, even violent. 

These are a few things to think about. But it doesn’t stop there. What triggers these moods in your 

character? You’d think that winning a fight would be a happy occasion. But maybe all that death 

makes them melancholy. Or terrified, after the fact. How do they crash when the adrenaline wears 

off and their blood cools? 

It’s easy to overthink things. Take someone you know, fictional or otherwise, and think about how 

they process their emotions. There’s a goldmine of roleplaying in your character’s states of mind.  
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Smoother Gameplay 
There are subtle arts that improve your roleplaying. These don’t work directly. If you want tricks that 

you can apply at your table, check you the Player Guide and GM Guide. The things in this section 

work one layer deeper. They improve your gaming by changing how your mind works. 

Everything flows downhill. When you are rested, confident and brimming with energy, you will play 

better. You will be sharper, more creative and retain things better. Like good health and money, the 

tricks I will share affect every corner of your game world. 

All you need is a willingness to learn. Everything else, you can pick up in time.  
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Memorising stats 

We know smooth gameplay when we see it. Things simply flow. The players melt away as the 

characters emerge. 

One thing that can dampen this is looking up stats. 

Now, this isn’t a huge problem. The experience can survive a lot of rulebook reading. And, hey, the 

stats are a key part of the game. You can’t not look them up. 

Still, if you can reduce it, things run better. 

Players have it easier than Game Masters. They have fewer stats that don’t change as much. GMs 

can have five monsters worth of stats in one fight, then five different ones in the next. But even 

players have a lot to keep track of. 

It could be a lot easier, if only our memory worked differently. 

Some things are easy to remember. Think of layout of your home. That is easy, I know. Now think of 

the layout of your childhood home. Chances are, that was still easy. 

Without looking at one: how big is a tissue box? If you held your hands apart, you’d be pretty close. 

Here are tricky ones: what’s your bank account number? Or the name of a someone you were 

introduced to two weeks ago? 

Maybe you can answer these questions. If so, that’s great. But for most of us, those last questions 

were far harder than the earlier ones. 

The human mind is excellent at memorising things. If you ever feel like you have bad memory, stay 

with me. The thing is, it’s only good at memorising certain things. Our memory is shaped by our 

evolutionary history. Our ancestors had to quickly learn what tigers look like and where the best fish 

live. They rarely had to remember new names, long numbers or precise phrases. 

In short, we are good at remembering the physical. Abstract things like numbers, not so much. You 

can remember what a tissue box looks like because you can look at it, pick it up and throw it across 

the room. I struggle with character stats because I can’t do the same with ‘+5 to hit’. 

So, what do we do?  

Make the abstract physical. 

Numbers are abstract. But we can map them to physical things with a quick exercise… 
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Making numbers concrete 

Physical things are easier to remember. Numbers aren’t physical, but we can link them to things that 

are. 

Write down the numbers 0-9 on a piece of paper. Next to each number, write down something 

physical that comes to mind. The best things are those that come naturally yet are surprising. Here 

are my answers, though I recommend you use your own: 

0 - bottle of Coke Zero 

1 - sun (there’s only one sun in the sky) 

2 - eyeball (two per person (ish)) 

3 - dunce cap (kind of triangle-shaped) 

4 - donkey (four legs) 

5 - fire (they sound similar) 

6 - sticks (ditto) 

7 - sword (Seven Samurai) 

8 - octopus (eight legs) 

9 - lightbulb (nine sounds like shine) 

Memorise your list. Practice translating back and forth from numbers to objects. 

Now, say you have a goblin with the following stats: 

AC = 12 

HP = 10 

To hit = +5 

Damage = 1d8 

Visualise the goblin. Where is he? Is he in a camp in the forest? Underground? How tall is he? Does 

he have any distinguishing features? Any scars? Notice how big (or small) his eyes are. Is he saying 

something? Laughing? Wheezing, perhaps. I bet he smells. What is he wearing? 

Now, then. Let’s fix these objects to this goblin. Give him a shield. What’s on the shield? A sun and 

an eyeball. On his chest (right above his heart) is a tiny sun next to a bottle of Coke. In his eye blazes 

a small fire. He holds a weapon. On the end of the weapon is an octopus. 

Commit this image to memory. It feels a bit awkward, I know. With practice, though, your speed and 

accuracy will shoot up. This works because the stats - an abstract list of numbers - are encoded in 

physical, memorable pictures. 

Later, you need to recall the goblin’s stats. What is his HP? Well, check his heart. There’s a sun and a 

bottle of Coke there. Sun = 1 and Coke = 0, so 10. His bonus to hit? It’s in his eye. Fire. So +5. And so 

on. 

Don’t worry if you make mistakes. It’s strange to think like this, at first. But it’s actually quite natural. 

With practice, you will be accurate and lightning fast. 
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Memorising maps 

Maps are hard to memorise. They are a bunch of shapes and shapes are abstract.  

Territories, though. Our minds are hardwired for those. 

The key is to memorise your locations from the inside. Don’t look at some cartographer’s 

parchment. Tour the area. Go for a walk. Or a fly, if it’s big enough. 

Details are your friend. Think about how each room are area influences the senses. All natural and 

many artificial locations vary. How does the first room differ from the others? The lighting, colour of 

the bricks, furniture choice, mud splatters and pest infestations are variables that will change over a 

large building. And those are just visual elements. Think of the other senses. 

As you tour the location in your mind, notice these details. See how they fit together. Speculate as to 

why one spot is different from another. 

Again, you’ll gain speed and accuracy with practice. Then you’ll never go back to gawking over maps. 
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Presence 

Sometimes I think the best gaming accessory would be a whistle. 

People are easily distracted. Even at the gaming table. There are times when a short, sharp burst of 

sound would be too tempting to use. I once considered banning phones at my table to minimise 

distractions.  

There are other strategies. Enforcing in-character talk would keep the group on track. Want to talk 

about the latest TV show? Only if you want your character branded as a lunatic. Then there’s my 

favourite: if a player is distracted, so is their character. Oh look, the pickpockets target you again. 

What a shame. 

These strategies work. But they share a problem. They are treating the symptom rather than the 

disease. If your fellow gamers are distracted, punishing that behaviour misses the point. You are 

playing a fun, engaging game - why are people checking their emails in the first place? 

If you are a player, then capturing attention is a handy skill. If you are a Game Master, it’s a vital one. 

Your game won’t run without it. 

Fortunately, there simple tricks you can use. 

Have you ever met someone who was unreasonably engaging? Some people have the knack for it. 

They enter the room and all eyes snap to them. They are the quietest voice in the room, because 

everyone listens when they talk. You remember conversations with them months later. 

How do they do it? They aren’t always attractive, intelligent or unique. But somehow they capture 

your attention. It’s hard to notice how. All the tricks work at below the conscious level. They make it 

look easy. Some of them had to work at it, though. 

Amy Cuddy’s TED Talk is worth watching. Google it. She talks about presence - that mysterious X-

factor that draws your attention and engages your senses. It sounds like what we need - better than 

a whistle, at least. 

So, what is presence and how can we get it? 
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Power posing 

Amy Cuddy talks a lot about power posing. Think about the body language of powerful, successful 

people. Imagine Wonder Woman or Superman. Or, more realistically, an Olympian that won a gold 

medal. Their head is high, their chest is raised. Their bodies are open and their limbs spread out. 

They take up more space. 

The opposite body language is when people fold in on themselves. Their chin tucks in as if to shield 

the neck. Their limbs wrap their torso in a self-hug. People shrink, for protection or to avoid being 

seen. 

When feeling confidence and successful, you automatically adopt powerful body language. When 

you reach a setback or feel belittled, your body language weakens. This language is culturally 

universal. In fact, you see it in the animal kingdom. If you have pets, watch them when they are 

relaxed and when they are in trouble. You’ll spot the difference. 

So far, this is an interesting curiosity. What’s interesting (and useful) is that the connection is two-

way. Confidence makes you physically expand and open up. Opening up your body boosts your 

confidence.  

This isn’t vague nonsense. Power poses measurably change your hormone levels. Even a few 

minutes of standing like Superman raises testosterone and lowers cortisol (the stress hormone). 

People that do this before, say, giving a speech are rated as more attractive, intelligent and 

interesting than those who don’t. It makes a difference and that difference is measurable. 

You (probably) don’t get much opportunity to pose at the gaming table. But there are things you can 

do to help. Keep a good posture - your ears, shoulders and hips should sit on a line. Spread your feet 

to shoulder-width. Let your arms float away from your sides. If you need something to do with your 

hands, try steepling your fingers. 

If nothing else, you’ll feel better. But you may notice that people pay more attention to you. You 

won’t need to shout to be heard.  
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Voice 

The best thing to do is to use your natural voice. Don’t force it into awkward pitches. Having said 

that, your natural voice covers a range of tones. This means there’s always room for improvement. 

Everything else being equal, a lower voice is more engaging. It implies authority and power. But only 

if it sounds natural. A forced or exaggerated voice sounds dishonest. No one wastes brainpower 

listening to dishonest people. 

Speak a sentence at with your natural voice. Any sentence will do - you can use this one if you like. 

Now speak again, this time with a slight drop in pitch. Add a hint of depth to your voice. 

This is how you want to speak at the gaming table. It will boost your presence and captivate 

everyone. 

You might notice your natural voice was a little deeper than normal. If you read the previous chapter 

on power posing first, that is why. Excellent posture improves the quality of your voice. It will 

naturally sound deeper because you are probably breathing from your core. 

Take a few slow, deep breathes. Bring the air deep into your stomach. When you are ready, on your 

next out breath, say another sentence. Use this belly air to push your words. 

How good does that sound? More importantly, how good does that feel? 
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Pace 

One more voice exercise. Read a sentence aloud with your natural voice. 

Now read it again but this time, slightly slow your pace. Drag the syllables out and stretch the 

silences. Again, you want to sound natural. Just on the slower side of natural. 

This is the same principle as power posing. With posing, you create presence by physically occupying 

more space. This is the verbal equivalent. Your words are slower and longer, occupying more time. 

Someone powerful can afford to be slow. No one is going to interrupt them. No one’s mind would 

dare wander. If you were insecure, wouldn’t your words be rushing? Wouldn’t you be saying as 

much as you could in the precious time your betters have allowed you? 

Again, I must emphasise that you are speaking naturally. Talking… in… slow… motion… is… not… 

engaging… Talking with a relaxed, natural pace is. 
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Variety 

By default, your voice should be low and slow. But that’s not to say it has to stay there. 

Monotony is not attention-grabbing. You will want to increase your pitch and pace every now and 

then. This contrast draws the mind, making it great for emphasis. Need to make a point? Make it 

loud, fast and high. 

Then drop back to your low and slow baseline. ‘Normal’ should mean ‘engaging’. Variety is there to 

shake things up. 
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Congruence 

You can see how these pieces fit together. Someone with presence takes up more space and time. 

They are natural and relaxed. They have good posture, which shows in their body and their voice. 

Everything sends the same message of confidence. 

This is congruence. Everything telling the same story.  

Imagine you are speaking with authority. Your voice is loud and booming. You are just shy of yelling 

as you demand your conditions be met. But your hands are trembling and your arms are hugging 

your waist.  

Does this seem intimidating? Does this radiate confidence? Hardly. 

When you are genuinely confident, everything about you screams confidence. Your eyes, hands, 

voice and toes all send the same message. People usually don’t notice these details. Consciously, at 

least. But they do pick on them. Someone with congruence just seems trustworthy. Someone 

without it feels dishonest. 

The moral is: be sure your body is on the same page. Presence falters with a good posture but 

nervous voice. 

But there’s a second lesson here. Only apply this once you have mastered the basics. 

When talking normally, you want to maximise your presence. But then a low-power character 

wanders onto the scene. While roleplaying them, reverse these tricks. Collapse your posture and 

speed up your voice. They will broadcast their status as a slave with a single word. 

Then there’s a character that is dishonest. Keep your voice strong while you shield your neck with 

your hand. The confident voice with the timid body language will be hard to ignore, at least 

subconsciously.  

But always remember to return to your confident baseline. These deviations make a nice contrast 

but you don’t want to stay there. 
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The right environment 

If you’re feeling stuck, you have options. If the ideas aren’t flowing and you have writer’s block, 

there are things you can do. 

Sometimes, the prep drags. Other times, you feel uninspired at the table. If things are really bad, you 

get both. And that’s okay. So long as you know where you are struggling to think of new ideas. 

You already know that your environment should be comfortable. And free of distractions. 

Nonetheless, take a moment to think about your creative space. Is there anything you can do to 

improve it?  

But let’s assume it’s pretty comfortable. Distractions aren’t a big deal. And yet the ideas won’t flow 

right. Is there anything you can do? 

There’s one trick that might help. Take control of your environment. Change something, anything, 

about it. Even if it makes it worse. The key is to demonstrate your power. You control the space. Not 

your friends, not the government, not me. As silly as it sounds, moving the speaker from the right 

side of your computer to the left is enough. After all, you made the change. The environment bowed 

to your whim. 

One change in particular is better than others: fill your creative space with things that inspire you. 

Find beautiful landscape photos or the work of talented artists. Line your walls with them. Acquire 

figurines that you like. Browse for music that gets your juices flowing. 

Surrounding yourself with creative, beautiful works boosts your own creativity. It could even inspire 

you. Plus, it looks nice, so you come out ahead even if it doesn’t work. 
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Cultivating energy 

I’m not going to tell you to exercise and eat right. This isn’t that sort of book and besides, you know 

that already. What I am going to do is tell you to maximise your energy. 

There’s a guy at my gym who’s something of a genius. An eccentric one, certainly. He knows a lot 

about exercise. And he’ll share it with you (if you prove smart enough to listen to him). What 

stretches to do when starting out, what to do to build strength, and so on. His advice contradicts 

stuff I learned from paid professionals. It’s better. It’s safer and more effective. And he gives it away 

for free. 

He often gets annoyed, in a friendly way, when people can’t follow his advice. “How can you not 

isolate a muscle?” I’ve heard him say so many times. “How long have you lived in your body?” 

I can’t isolate muscle groups, but I understand his frustration. Because I keep meeting people who 

complain about lacking energy in the afternoon. They’re in food comas from their rubbish lunch. But 

they can’t see the connection between their energy and what they eat. 

How long have they lived in their body? 

Eat what you want to eat. Drink what you want to drink. Exercise, or don’t. All I ask is that you do 

whatever maximises your energy.  

I haven’t had a sugar crash in years. Food comas are rare and fleeting. When you eat right, lift 

weights and fit in some light cardio, you perform better. At everything.  

Roleplaying is an endurance sport. Prepare yourself. 

 

  



The Creative Roleplayer  www.mindwalker.co 

The Creative Roleplayer  - 43 - 

Game Master Guide 
Players can get away with flat characters, but a dull world kills the campaign. A world that lives and 

breathes is not only more engaging but easier to run. If you put in the work beforehand, it will pay 

off. 

No GM truly improvises. You look like you do when you understand your world. Take the time, learn 

your own rules. Your sessions will captivate your players. And yourself. 

The Game Master Guide has two main sections: 

 Campaign Design: some people build their world from the top down. Others start small and 

work outwards. Wordbuilding is a special art form, no matter your style. 

 Campaign Actions: once the world starts spinning, what keeps it turning?  
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Campaign Design 
A well designed campaign unleashes your creative fire. And your players’. A poorly designed one 

leaves you all struggling to keep up with a sprawling plot. 

I know. I’ve run both. 

It’s worth the effort. Yes, a better world is more fun for the players. It’s more engaging. It’s as 

entertaining as their imaginations allow. That’s all important. But, crucially, it’s easier to run. The 

world makes sense. You can adjust things on the fly. You and your players will remember the key 

details. 

Build your world right. Everyone will thank you for it. 

4 

A huge world needs a small ruleset.  
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City Settlement 

How do you design a city, town or settlement? It can be hard to give each one a unique feel. Every 

city in the world has its own vibe and distinctive subculture. Capturing this will make your cities 

memorable. But who has the time to come up with all the details? 

In that boring place known as “the real world”, each city shapes and is shaped by the inhabitants. 

Sometimes two neighbouring cities appear to be similar. On closer inspection, one is slightly more 

artistic and the other is slightly more sporty. From these subtle distinctions, cultures diverge and 

stereotypes form. 

What drives this cultural divergence? So many factors. But one of the clearest sources of influence 

are the founders. The culture and experiences of the first generation influence a city’s inhabitants 

even after hundreds of years. The language, the layout, the first buildings. These are all picked by the 

settlers and influence the culture for generations. 

Who founded the city? What impact has this made on the culture? 
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City Districts 

Another feature of cities is that they have districts. A homogenous city is boring and unmemorable. 

If the city changes as they walk around, it will feel more alive to the players. It also gives them a 

reason to walk around, which gives them a reason to stay. A uniform city is not worth seeing, once 

you’ve seen a block. 

A good number of districts is about three. I recently designed a city with five. It worked because I 

had a clear vision from the start. Any more will get too messy. Chaos is as unmemorable as 

uniformity. 

A nice way to add depth to the city is to add a twist to the districts. A lot of cities have market 

districts and restaurant districts. How do yours differ from the next town over’s? 

For my city, the five districts (with their variations) were: 

 Religious District (with high crime rate) 

 Justice District (with artisanal shops) 

 Waterfront/Docks (with arcane laboratories) 

 Market district (with exotic and dangerous goods) 

 Military district (with a natural history museum) 

I matched these districts with their quirks at random. Once I did, a story started to emerge. The 

Market, Justice and Military districts are well-guarded, and the docks are relatively small. 

Meanwhile, the Religious district houses many charities. Where else would the poor, criminals and 

other rejects of society go?  

Each district has a similar story. Together, they give the city flavour. 

What three (or so) districts does your city have? What makes these districts special? 
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The City’s Claim to Fame 

For people who have never visited this city: what do they know about it? What is it famous for? 

One thing a city can be famous for is its cultural products. Maybe this city has the best food or the 

finest churches. Or the bloodiest deathsports. Then again, maybe it is more infamous. It was the site 

of a disaster years ago. It attracts dangerous cults. It is a lawless urban wasteland. 

Another thing that cities are famous for are landmarks. Statues, bridges, temples, monuments, parks 

and other grand structures can draw crowds from miles around. 

What is the city known for? 
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Wilderness 

Untamed areas can get away with things that cities can’t. Cities are full of people. There is culture 

and drama. A wilderness is beautiful, complex and dynamic. But without the human element, you 

can get away with simpler descriptions. 

Having said that, sometimes you want a forest that is different from the others.  

How can you make a wild landscape unique? One way is to think about how the landscape changed. 

For example, take a forest: 

Long ago, this area was covered by ocean. As the water receded, trees moved in. The floor is 

covered with thick seaweed that has adapted to the new conditions. Amphibious creatures live in 

the canopy, gathering the rain. The ground is flat but slopes to the east. Small valleys mark where 

the rivers used to flow. 

Or… 

Long ago, this area was a vast desert. The local trees, used to years of drought, embraced the new 

rains. Now, these trees are bloated, filled with sweet, runny sap. Desert lizards were pushed out but 

the snakes moved their nests to the thickest branches. 

Or… 

The forest swallowed the abandoned city. Small, hardy plants broke up the roads and floors. Then 

the thicker trees moved in, competing for the fresh soil. Now, there is little left of the city. The only 

clues are the unnaturally flat ground and the few vine-straddled stone buildings still standing. 

Not every location needs this treatment. But it’s amazing how much personality this simple exercise 

adds. 

What is your location now? What did it used to be? How has this shaped the area? 
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Civilisations 

In the city design sections above, we talked about founder effects. The people who first settle an 

area shape the way their descendants will live, act and think. More than you might expect. Culture 

drifts over time, but it never forgets its origins. 

A civilisation is the same way, only on a much larger scale. 

When designing your empire, kingdom or nation, think about the first group of settlers. Like we did 

for the city. Who was it that first lay down roots? How will their beliefs influence the present? Only 

to reflect the size of a civilisation, we’ll add a large influx of migrants. 

This is something that has happened throughout history. And it’s one of the few ways to 

dramatically change the founding culture. Either through migration or invasion, another culture 

intermingles with the first one. This new culture will usually be the minority, though a significant and 

persistent one. What happens when two cultures are thrown together like this? 

One thing that can happen is one tradition supplants the other. In most countries today, people 

drive on the right. As such, they tend to walk on the right. If a large number of these people moved 

to a country that drives on the left, they will change their driving style or crash every time they leave 

the house. Over time, they (or their descendants) will learn walk on the left. 

Another possibility is that two traditions cancel each other. Imagine one culture where wearing a 

blue hat is common among merchants. This culture then mingles with another where blue hats are 

common among criminals. After much initial confusion, blue hats would stop meaning anything in 

particular. 

A third outcome is that new traditions emerge from the old two. Think of religions that borrowed 

from the traditions of pagan faiths. 

Finally, traditions can survive more-or-less unchanged. Only a few traditions survive such cultural 

turmoil, though. 

When designing your civilisation, think of the founders. Then think of a second culture that 

permeates the first. How do their traditions react? 

What was the civilisation’s founding culture? 

 

 

What was the second culture that was thrown into the first? 

 

 

What does this new culture look like? 
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NPC Motivations 

The world is full of NPCs. They drive the plot. The GM speaks and moves through them. So it makes 

sense to do them right. 

On the other hand, there are so many NPCs in your game. Most only utter a sentence or two. If that. 

So you don’t want to waste time fleshing them all out. 

What do you do? 

It’s simple. Give every character a reason to help the PCs and a reason to oppose them. This conflict 

underlies their motivations. Everything they do should be from you adjudicating how this balance 

resolves. 

There are a lot of tricks out there. This has to be one of the quickest and most powerful. I use it all 

the time. To show how versatile it is, let’s run through some examples. 

A merchant is desperate to make a sale; she wants the highest price for her wares.  

The forest bandits want to rob the PCs for supplies; they want to avoid violence and the risk of 

death.  

The baker wants to help end the evil king’s rule; he doesn’t want the king to hurt his family. 

It’s so simple. You can do this on the fly. Yet it adds so much roleplay potential straight away. Let’s 

think about that baker some more. He suffers under a tyrant, spending his days dreaming of 

freedom. On the other hand, he has a family. The king’s guards are fond of executing families of 

traitors. This is his conflict. 

Then the characters arrive. They seem capable. They could even defeat the king. The baker watches 

them enter his bakery, his heart pounding. When they ask if he knows any secret entrances, his mind 

races. His bread delivery goes to the kitchen, which is rarely guarded. The baker can help the 

characters. But does he? 

That depends on where the balance lies. Is his courage greater than his fear? Maybe he says “yep!” 

and starts blabbing. But it’s probably not so simple. 

Initially, his fear is stronger. The recent executions weigh on his mind. When the characters ask 

about the secret entrance, he says he doesn’t know. Do they believe him? A dice roll says no. The 

barbarian threatens him: “why are you lying to us?” The baker breaks down into tears. He would like 

to help, he says, but they’ll kill his family. 

The heroes could get his family out of town, thus removing the fear. They could bolster his bravery 

with clever words, thus increasing his courage. They could intimidate some more, adding a new 

dynamic - fear of the characters against fear of the king. If they tip the balance in their favour, the 

baker spills the beans. If not, he runs at the first chance he gets. 

That exchange was meaningful. It was real. It was relatable - who couldn’t relate to the baker’s 

plight? And it all came from two traits: a desire to help, and a desire to not. 
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NPC Variations 

The NPC motivations tool is powerful. You can apply it to everyone, from a character’s relative to a 

wild animal. The relatives have familial loyalty, but maybe their own goals that conflict with the 

character’s. The wild animal is hungry but doesn’t want a fight to the death. 

For key characters, you sometimes want a bit more to work with. Have a play with some of the tricks 

in the Player’s Guide. But I assume you have a lot of NPCs and want something quick. 

That I can do. 

By now, your setting has vibrant and interesting civilisations. It has dynamic, engaging wildernesses. 

Your NPC has to come from somewhere, right? So which of these places did they grow up? 

Every civilisation has a stereotype that outsiders think of. It might be good or bad. The people of 

your NPC might be fast, or dumb, or clumsy, or hard workers. Once you know what it is, you can use 

that stereotype to your advantage: 

How does this NPC match the stereotype? 

How do they defy it? 

That’s it. Two simple descriptors. They will not only make your character memorable, they will add 

to the richness of your game’s setting. It’s win-win. 
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Villains, Foes and Rivals 

The NPC advice works for the bad guys. They are NPCs too, after all. But they are special. So let’s add 

a step to the process for them. 

By now, if you use the NPC tools, the enemy has reasons to help the characters and oppose them. 

Their reasons to oppose them strongly outweigh the reasons to help (I assume). Should the villain 

have this conflict, like the cowardly baker? I don’t see why not. The villains have goals of their own. 

They probably want to do more than kill the characters.  

The players might never see it. Or act on the chance if they do. But for most villains, it should be 

possible (however unlikely) that they can side with the characters. If nothing else, there are always 

common threats to defeat. 

Stereotypes: the enemy matches one and defies one. They are unique, just like everyone else. 

Villains need more, though, so let’s give it to them. The major enemies of the campaign are special 

because the players focus on them. They are the threat to be defeated. In time, they learn to hate 

them. As such, they need a bit more depth. 

I’m going to borrow a move from the comic book industry. When thinking about your villains, ask 

yourself about how they relate to the heroes. I don’t mean are they siblings or do they know each 

other. I mean thematically. Comic book villains and heroes are mirror images of each other. They 

reflect certain traits and invert others.  

If the heroes are paladins and clerics, make the villain a holy figure. Or an anti-holy figure, dedicated 

to erasing the gods from existence. 

If the heroes are mercenaries, make the rivals mercenaries. Or make them part of a large, standing 

army. 

If the heroes help the poor, make the villain also help the poor… or at least seem to do so. Or make 

them help the rich oppress the lower classes. 

The goal is to make the characters twitch with rage or tremble with horror. There’s nothing more 

infuriating than someone that acts at odds to your life’s purpose. There’s nothing more horrific than 

someone that embodies and highlights all of your flaws. The villain isn’t intimidating because they 

are strong; they are intimidating because the characters see themselves in them. 

Characters tend to shout their traits to the world. They don’t do things in half-measures. Take the 

villain in-step with them. Make them defy the heroes’ ideals, or corrupt them. Let the players see 

twisted elements of themselves in their foe. 

How does the villain reflect the player characters? 
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Campaign Actions 
The Campaign Design is the blueprint. It’s the rules, the laws, the physics that lie invisible beneath 

the surface.  

Campaign Actions is the building. It’s the situation, the example, the environment that manifests 

from the design. 

Once the world starts spinning, the events unfold. Players act and the world reacts. Characters carve 

their own path while destiny drags them downwards. 

This section is all about that destiny. This is the world around them, acting according to rules of 

nature. Everything within the world floats on their path through a stream of causality. If you get 

those paths right, the campaign flows. 

5 

Let the story unfold… 

  

                                                           
5
 https://pixabay.com/en/paraglider-paragliding-fly-sun-701440/ 
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Factions 

I use many factions in my campaigns. Organisations, political groups, families, cults… Groups of 

people offer advantages over individuals. The key one, from a gaming perspective, is that members 

can die while the faction grows stronger. 

Sometimes, it helps to think of factions as one big NPC. Sometimes, it doesn’t. 

A faction - like an NPC - has goals. Chances are, their motivations are well-defined. The goals might 

even be written down somewhere, recorded for all time. An individual might wander aimlessly. A 

group of individuals needs something to tie them together, otherwise they drift apart. 

The motivation is important. Just like it is with NPCs. If you don’t know what they want, you don’t 

know how they’ll act. A living, breathing world needs people with purpose. The tools for building 

NPCs help. You might even think of situations where the faction will help the PCs or hinder them. 

But, in one regard, a faction differs from an NPC. And this is important. Without it, the faction feels 

flat. A person is unique and interesting; a group of people can dissolve into a blurry mess. This 

chapter turns up the resolution of your factions, allowing the players to see the individuals. 

A faction is conflicted. People can be conflicted, sure. They can be torn between good and evil; 

cowardice and duty; lust and control; greed and empathy. The players might never see an NPCs 

internal conflict. But for a faction to have any meaning, they will. 

Factions have a shared purpose. But people within the faction still work against each other. Maybe 

they disagree about methods. Maybe some feel the purpose needs changing. Either way, there is 

internal conflict. Most of the time, the faction acts as one. Occasionally, behind closed doors, it turns 

on itself. 

All of my factions - the important ones, at least - have a subfaction. This subfaction’s purpose aligns 

with the faction’s, but only up to a point. Maybe some of the merchant guild want to start selling 

weapons to the kingdom’s rivals. Maybe some of the town guard view the mayor as incompetent. 

Maybe some of the dark cult’s members want to conquer the kingdom. 

Most of the time, the subfaction is quiet. The PCs interacting with the faction don’t see it. Over time, 

the players learn what to expect when dealing with the faction. Then, eventually, the subfaction sees 

its chance. The characters find exotic weapons that will fetch a high price. The town guards see a 

way to weaken the mayor’s authority. The cultists realise the characters can bring down the 

government. 

The subfaction sees its chance and, for a moment, bubbles to the surface. It reveals itself to the 

players and makes a grab for its goal. 

What happens next? In broad terms, one of three things. One, the subfaction is crushed by the 

faction. It is defeated, its goals fail. Some of its members are killed or driven away. The rest are 

absorbed back into the faction. 

Two, the faction schisms. There are now two groups, separately pursuing their goals. This separation 

could be violent or bloodless. 
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Three, the subfaction and faction switch roles. The old subfaction is now the loudest voice in the 

group. It sets the agenda and is in charge. The old faction goals are pushed aside. But they are 

probably not forgotten. 

Most of this will probably be resolved behind the scenes. Unless the characters are in the middle of 

it, this shift will happen in the shadows. Even so, the characters will see enough to make it clear 

what happened. No matter the outcome, the faction will never be the same again. 

What is the faction’s goal or purpose? 

 

 

What ties the faction together? Is it money, family ties, religious fervour, a shared history…? 

 

 

What is the subfaction? What is the subfaction’s goal or purpose? 
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Faction Interactions 

The spotlight is always on the characters. But what makes a world feel alive is what happens in the 

shadows. 

By now, the faction has a lot of depth. The ties that bind them are explicit in your mind. They have a 

purpose. There is a minority within the faction - the subfaction - that has a slightly different agenda. 

Let’s say you repeat the exercise with another group. After all, I’m sure your world has more than 

one organisation. 

This is where things get interesting. How do these factions interact? 

There are so many possibilities. The factions could be physically separated, so they rarely interact. 

Their purposes might neither align nor conflict, so they coexist. Their goals’ could occasionally align, 

so they are rivals that sometimes work together. Their goals conflict, so they exist in a state of 

mutual hostility. 

Two factions, each with a subfaction. That’s six interactions that can occur: 

 

Faction A can interact with its subfaction, Faction B and Faction B’s subfaction. Faction B can do the 

same for Faction A. 

This seems like it could get messy. It can, if you do it wrong. Which is why it is vital that you 

understand each component. When each faction has clear motivations and you understand the 

NPCs, these interactions are simple. They will do what they think is best.  

For the players, this will be confusing… at first. If they interact with these groups enough, they’ll 

piece together how it all works. This creates a puzzle for them to tease apart. And they’ll have fun 

doing it. 
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The Villain Acts; The World Reacts 

Ever see a James Bond movie? Or any action movie, for that matter? It’s fascinating how proactive 

the villain is. The hero - the protagonist - spends the entire story reacting to the villain.  

This formula for storytelling must work. After all, they keep using it. It seems counterintuitive at first. 

Isn’t the hero the one who, well, does stuff? They kick down the castle door, slay the dragon and 

rescue the princess… ah, but it was the dragon who kidnapped the princess in the first place. The 

villain acted and the world reacted. 

This is excellent news for you, fellow Game Master. You can frame the entire adventure around the 

villain. During play, the spotlight will be on the characters. Every moment, though, the villain’s plans 

unfold.  

Have your villain do whatever they want. Let the heroes worry about reacting to it. 
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Ecosystems 

Let’s talk about ecosystems. Not just Earth ecosystems - any ecosystem that could exist. In general, 

ecosystems contain several components: 

Passive energy trappers. The environment is full of energy. On Earth, we have abundant sunlight. 

Other forms of energy include heat, chemicals and radioactive isotopes. In your setting, energy could 

also be arcane, psionic, quantum or something even more exotic.  

In ecosystems we are familiar with, passive energy trappers are plants. They are passive because 

they just sit there. Trapping background energy (say, through photosynthesis) doesn’t leave much 

juice in the tank for walking around and thinking. Even if it did, a better evolutionary strategy is 

often to live fast, die young and leave a billion children behind. 

At best, passive energy trappers can defend themselves. Most simply sit there, playing the odds by 

reproducing faster than they are eaten. 

Herbivores. And herbivore-equivalents. This strategy works because someone else - the energy 

trappers - has done the hard work of turning energy into usable material. The herbivore exploits this 

by taking this material for itself. In Earth terms, the grass takes sunlight and simple molecules 

(carbon dioxide, water) to build complex, organic molecules. The cow comes along, says thank you 

very much, and takes these organic molecules for itself. 

Think of the effort it takes for a factory to assemble components. It’s easier to steal from a factory 

than it is to build one. 

The herbivore skips the slow process of trapping energy. This allows them to move around and yell 

at each other. 

Many herbivores opt for the strategy of breeding a lot. Some escape danger by running or hiding. 

Some defend themselves with acts of great violence. 

Predators. They take the herbivore’s strategy to the next level. Herbivores steal organic molecules, 

but it still takes effort turning them from plant-molecules to meat-molecules. The predators cleverly 

skip the energy trapping step and the plant-to-meat conversion. This gives them plenty of energy left 

over. 

The flipside is that it takes a lot of violence to steal meat molecules (or robot parts, or whatever). 

Violence is a risky strategy that can get you killed. So predators have to be better at violence than 

their prey. Much, much better. Winning four fights out of five will get you killed within a week. 

Scavengers. Why hunt when someone else can do it for you? Of course, this strategy involves 

stealing resources from predators (you know, those creatures that are great at violence) so it pays to 

be sneaky. 

Parasites. Even sneakier than scavengers. Rather than stealing scraps of kills, parasites steal directly 

from their hosts. The balance is in taking as much as you can without weakening the host. 

Alternatively, take everything you can then find a new host. 
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The Dungeon Ecosystem 

You have a dungeon. Or maybe an island or a pocket universe. This will work either way. But I’ll talk 

in terms of an old-school, underground series of rooms and caverns. You have a dungeon. One that 

the characters will return to often. It is big and complex. How do you give it an ecosystem of its 

own? 

There are two rules ecosystems follow: 

1) They are dynamic. They are a finely-tuned set of interlocking components that are always 

shifting. A slight change can ripple through the entire network, 

2) Ecosystems aspire to fill every role (passive energy trappers, herbivores, predators, 

scavengers, parasites). There might not be enough energy to support herbivores, in which 

case it stops at energy trappers. But if there is enough energy for herbivores, the ecosystem 

will attract or evolve them. 

A simple dungeon ecosystem might have: 

 Mushrooms. They leech minerals from the walls and dead animals. They can release toxic 

spores to defend themselves, 

 Rats. They eat the mushrooms. They run from predators. 

 Wolves. They eat the rats and fight each other. 

 Beetles. They scavenge what they can. 

 Blood wasps. These magic, bright-red insects lay their eggs in living creatures. They appear 

as welts on the skin. Two weeks later, the eggs hatch.  

This is simple. Really simple. What would add depth is if this ecosystem responded to the characters’ 

actions. 

Maybe the wolves are too tough to defeat. But the players are smart. They burn the mushrooms 

before retreating. The lack of food causes the rat population to crash, which starves the wolves. 

Also, the players build hives that protect the blood wasps. The parasite population grows, further 

weakening the wolves. Many wolves die thanks to the shifts in the ecosystem. 

That was the plan, at least. And it worked. But one thing they didn’t count on is that animals can 

change their niche. Without wolves to keep them in check, the rats grow larger and more violent. 

The wasps relied on having large, strong hosts. Now, they swarm their prey, kill them and lay eggs in 

the corpse. Herbivores and parasites shifted to fill the role of predator. 

This is cooler than a bunch of random encounters. It’s a living world where actions have 

consequences. It catches players off guard, as harmless herbivores turn deadly. It rewards them for 

being smart but punishes them for not being smart enough. Nature is complex. There are always 

unintended consequences.  
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What creatures fill your ecosystem’s niches? Have at least one for each. 

 

Energy trappers: _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _  

Herbivores: __ _  _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _  

Predators: _ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _  

Scavengers: _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _  

Parasites:_ _ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _  

 

 

Make a note of what the characters kill or help the most. How does this change affect the rest of 

the ecosystem? 
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Conclusion 
By now, you are thinking differently about your game. Resources are available. You can improve. 

There are things you can do to add depth to your game. They are simple and effective. Even if you 

don’t follow the exercises in this guide, they get you thinking about your characters and settings.  

They can even improve your mood, focus and energy. 

Drop me a line about how this guide helps your roleplaying. I give it away for free because that’s the 

only payment I’m interested in. All I want to know is how I’ve helped you. 

You can find me online at www.mindwalker.co for online training or www.rulewalker.com for 

roleplaying content. You can email me at contact@mindwalker.co or find me on Twitter at 

@mind_walker and @rulerwalkerblog.  

Keep smiling. Roleplay well. 

  

http://www.mindwalker.co/
http://www.rulewalker.com/
mailto:contact@mindwalker.co
https://twitter.com/mind_walker
https://twitter.com/rulewalkerblog
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Player Question Sheet 
What do you and your character have in common? 

 

 

How is your character different from you? 

 

 

Describe your character’s class using as many descriptions as you can. Then change one descriptor. 

 

 

Write down three minor quirks. 

 

 

Write down one major quirk. 

 

 

Write down a simple, one-word description of their personality. Then write down ways in which 

they are the opposite. 

 

 

Write down your descriptions from the stat table(s) and a quick note about how these tie 

together. 

 

 

What is your character’s view of their weapon? 
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How do they use their weapon out of combat? 

 

 

What do they call their weapon? 

 

 

How are they a product of their environment? 

 

 

What are five random words? What story ties them together? 

 

 

What is your character’s motivation? 

 

 

What is your character’s spirit animal? How does that influence their fighting style? 

 

How does your character express mood? 
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GM Question Sheet 
Who founded the city? What impact has this made on the culture? 

 

 

What three (or so) districts does your city have? What makes these districts special? 

 

 

What is the city known for? 

 

 

What is your location now? What did it used to be? How has this shaped the area? 

 

 

What was the civilisation’s founding culture? 

 

 

What was the second culture that was thrown into the first? 

 

 

What does this new culture look like? 

 

 

How does the villain reflect the player characters? 
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What is the faction’s goal or purpose? 

 

 

What ties the faction together? Is it money, family ties, religious fervour, a shared history…? 

 

 

What is the subfaction? What is the subfaction’s goal or purpose? 

 

 

What creatures fill your ecosystem’s niches? Have at least one for each. 

Energy trappers: _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _  

Herbivores: __ _  _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _  

Predators: _ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _  

Scavengers: _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _  

Parasites:_ _ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _ __ _  

 

Make a note of what the characters kill or help the most. How does this change affect the rest of 

the ecosystem? 

 


