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Adventure Design 101
(How to design adventures)

Version 3.1 (Booster). Copyright Ken Young 2017-2025. All rights reserved. http://www.roaringrockets.org/
Tips on adventure design for beginners

The Basics
• Everyone is supposed to have fun, including the game master.
• Role playing games are cooperative storytelling. The adventure

design is the plot. They story unfolds as the players play.
• There is no right or wrong way to design an adventure.
• You do not have to do everything listed here. Using some of

these techniques will make your adventures more fun, though.

Vocabulary
NPC: Non-player character.
Encounter: Meeting NPCs (non-player characters). This usually means either a
conversation or a fight.
Multi-path: There is more than one way the characters can go through the
adventure. This makes the design a little more complicated, but can make large
adventures more flexible.
Gate-point: There are certain places characters must go, things they must do,
info they must learn, fights they must have, and puzzles they must solve to
proceed. They are important for synchronizing and simplifying multi-path
adventures.
Sitting: People getting together to play a game. Most adventures require more
than one sitting.
Adventure: A complete episode with a beginning, middle, and end. It may take
more than one sitting.
Campaign: A set of related adventures.
POV: Point Of View. The characters see things differently from the players. Part
of role playing is seeing things from the characters POV.
GM: Game Master

The example adventure
The Example adventure is named Muck after the planet it takes place on. It is part of the Roaring
Rockets deliverable as a starter adventure. It is printed here in italics when applicable.

SPOILER ALERT: If you have not played the adventure on planet Muck with the Bug-Eyed
Monsters, do not read this yet.
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Start with a concept and develop it (this example is for Muck)
1. What do you want to happen? (monster hunt as starter adventure that highlights

the characters job of selflessly protecting others)
2. What is the bad guys plan? (Grab all the women and lay eggs on them)
3. What can the characters do to stop it? (Learn the monsters biology and keep

people away from the water during mating season)
4. What resources does the bad guy have? (Lots and lots of monsters and a huge

swamp for them to hide in)
5. How do the characters get involved? (The colonists call for help and the

characters get the assignment)
6. What are the gate-points? It is usually easier to design an adventure in

stages to get the characters from one gate-point to another than to
design it all at once. (Muck has two gate-points: Arrival on Muck and figuring out
how to find monster dens)

7. Fill in the details to make an outline that takes characters to the first
gate-point. Then get them to the second. And so on.

8. Write the adventure. (See the Muck adventure for an example: RRADV_Muck)

Fill in the details (this example is the outline for Muck)
1. This is a starter adventure, try hard to not get anyone killed.
2. Players must have 3 characters, including a medic, 2 pilots, & a navigator

for this. They will fail unless they have at least one woman.
3. The players may worry about taking risks to protect others. Provide

genre-specific reasons for doing so. The characters are walking scripture-
reciters, so provide scripture (John 15:13).

4. The setup: the characters are Space Cadets who all know each other, and
they are on a Space Ranger base awaiting assignment.

5. Background details for the Space Ranger base and the planet it is on.
Not too much, because the characters only start and end there.

6. Background details on the planet Muck where the characters must go,
and on the miners they will help.

7. Details on the ship. Make this one a Space Marine supply vessel so the
characters will lack nothing. As a plot complication, it will contain a
huge amount of marginally useful stuff.

8. Stuff the characters will need to succeed must be on the ship: radios
(only 2 to keep the characters together), a means to easily kill monsters
(DDT grenades), means to revive paralyzed colonists (coffee maker & first-
aid kits), and a means to find missing women (homing devices).

9. Gate-point: Arrival on Muck
10. The characters arrive on Muck. What do they see and what happens?
11. List the information they can gain if they ask the right questions.
12. What are the stats for a Bug Eyed Monster? What is their biology? How

do they find one? (Stand by the water) What happens when the
characters shoot at one? (it takes a lot of shooting) What happens when
a BEM grabs a woman? (Provide details)

13. Is there anything in this adventure that could cause women to faint
(Sudden unexpected BEM attack)

14. The colonists have rescued paralyzed women. How can the characters
revive them? (Coffee) Do they know anything useful? (No)

15. List details of the rescue for the characters to springboard off of.
16. Plot complication: The colonists found a BEM den by blind luck. The

characters do not have much time to find the rest of the women.
17. Gate-point: How to find monster dens
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18. There is only one way to succeed: The characters must self-sacrificingly
use themselves as bait with a homing device to find the rest of the
women.

19. There is only one way to prevent more monster attacks: tell the colonists
to stay away from the water during BEM mating season.

20. Cover the wrap-up. What do the characters get rewarded or
reprimanded for?

An alternate design method
1. Come up with a good adventure concept.
2. Develop a fantastic location.
3. List the scenes & encounters.
4. Define the puzzles and clues.
5. Outline important NPCs.
6. Choose bad guys (type and number).
7. Decide what happens when the characters win or lose.
8. Put it all together.

Tips: Overall design
• Adventures should always present the characters with both risk and

reward. Rewards can include money, equipment, experience, and
decorations.

• Players like exotic locations (ice moons with crystal fauna) and familiar
places (the base where they know the cook and the supervisor).

• Maintain a sense of wonder. Every sitting, adventure, and campaign should
have surprise, excitement, and something special that makes it unique.

• See the seven points of starting with a concept and developing it (above).
The 8-point alternate design method may work better for you.

• Good adventure design creates and focuses on situations and encounters.
Plots and story-lines are the starting place and create the backdrop, but
they are less important. The characters will go from situation to situation
and probably not follow the plot.

• Stay true to the genre.
• Role-playing is the most effective teaching technique known. Players slowly

become a bit like whatever they role-play. Do not make adventures that
cause people to do things that are morally wrong. Design adventures
that let them be the good guys. In this genre the
protagonists/characters are always the good guys.

Tips: Preparing for playing the adventure
• Have the numbers for all NPCs ahead of time. Including all 3 stats and the

hit roll. If there are friendly NPCs, all NPCs need their NPC-on-NPC roll.
Say what weapons or equipment NPCs have, and how much damage the
weapons do. Give each NPC or group of NPCs a goal.

• Duplicate minor NPCs whenever possible. Making a platoon of 30 bad
guys and deciding where to put each one is hard. So make a low level
goon, a sergeant, and the leader. There is one leader, 3 sergeants, and 8
goons per sergeant. Pick the 3 locations of the sergeants and their men.

• Make diagrams of all locations where fights may occur. Design them for
the easiest possible transfer to a battle mat.



Roaring Rockets Adventure Design Page 4 of 8

Tips: Describing things
• Keep the descriptions down to a couple sentences.
• Use some detail when you describe things, but do not go overboard by

describing too much detail. Describe using two or more senses if you
can.

• Use the genres POV (point of view). This is sometimes different from yours,
particularly with the traditional values the characters have.

• Name almost all people, places, and things. You never know what you are
going to need, and do not give it away by only naming important things.

• Do not make the mistake of minimal descriptions for trivial things and
lots of description for important things. Make the players figure out
what is important.

• Make handouts that describe things. Include pictures when possible.

Tips: Things to do
• Come up with a good name for the adventure. You will need to refer to

it or retrieve details from it later, and this is how you will remember
which one it was. If you realize your name was not good enough and
you have a better one, rename it, even long after the game.

• Plan for the unexpected. Players may be able to prevent a plot element
that must happen. Plan accordingly.

• Put the most effort and details into the beginning and the end. Also pay
attention to the gate points. The beginning is important because this sets
everything up and draws the players in. The final showdown at the end is
important because, well, it is the final showdown. The gate points are also
important because you know the characters will be there. The players will
probably do most of the other stuff, but may not.

• Players may not be able to figure out your puzzles. Specify the outcome
for failure. When possible, make it a reasonably satisfying ending. It may
short-circuit half the adventure, but it happens. A better approach is to
build in a way to get the characters back on track, but this is not
always feasible.

• Break it into sections with easy-to-find headers. Go out of your way to
make the adventure easy to game-master.

• Design so the game master will not be telling the players what happened
for an extended period of time. Set up the situation, let the players
decide what they will do, resolve what happens, then set up the next
situation.
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Tips: Balancing fights
• Design fights the characters can win. They should not be easy, but you

do not want to apologize for an unwinnable fight and refight it. If the
characters are supposed to lose, design to ensure they survive with
minimal injury.

• A good way to balance fights is to rate bad guys by the number of
characters they match. Pick the number of bad guys when the fight
begins. Example: A salamander soldier with ray rifle is a match for one
character and a space ape with a splat gun is a match for three. There
are 5 characters. So one space ape and two salamanders make an even
fight.

• It is a good idea to dial back the number of bad guys to give the
players the edge in most fights.

• Take the tactical situation into account. If the bad guys are ambushing, use
less of them. But do not penalize players for being tactically clever,
reward them with the easy fight they earned.

• If the adventure has more than one fight, plan for the characters to be
injured. Dial back the number of bad guys some more to account for the
characters reduced capacity.

• Take players, characters, and equipment into account. Experienced
characters have more skills and better equipment. They often count as two
or more characters when balancing a fight. Some players just want to
goof around and have fun, so count their characters as half. Keep notes
of how you rate each character for when fights break out.

• Space battles are dangerous. A single die roll can kill a character
outright. The characters could all die at once. Keep it to a minimum and
only do dangerous space battles that advance the plot.
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Tips: Things to avoid
• Avoid a slow start. Start the adventure after stuff has already happened

and the characters must get involved to deal with it.
• Avoid untouchable adversaries in most situations.
• Avoid deadly fights that the characters cannot win by finding a way to

telegraph that they should not fight it. Players often fight to the bitter
end, so the fight setup should make it clear that they should run,
negotiate, or otherwise not fight. Suggestions from NPCs are a standby
solution, and suggestions from the GM are a last resort.

• Do not put in useless fights or NPC conversations.
• Do not give it away by listing only the choices that will work, only the

equipment they will need, or only the valuable clues. Supply enough red
herrings to make the players think.

• Do not tell the players information that goes on for more than a few
sentences. Handouts are a good way around this. You can give the leader
a printed description of his ship and the equipment he was issued. You
can give the travel agent a printed description of the planet. They can
consult it whenever they want. Make handouts concise, not information
dumps.

• Do not design anything that depends on the players making or failing a
single die roll.

• Do not penalize players for being good or fiscally responsible. Players
will stop rescuing the innocent the second time their rescue is a
disguised assassin. They will stop taking on cargo or passengers the
second time they get the Trojan horse.

• The setup for the adventure often has you reading something. Do not let
it get past 100 words.
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Tips for multi-path adventures
• A single-thread adventure is linear. First the characters have to learn

about the Tigerman conspiracy. Then they have to thwart the sneak attack.
And finally, the showdown with the bad guy.

• A multi-path adventure still has gate-points, but has more than one way
to get there. There could be three ways to thwart the sneak attack. Any
of them will do.

• Which way the characters thwart the sneak attack may affect the
showdown with the bad guy. The adventure design becomes slightly more
complex, but the storytelling experience becomes richer when the players
realize the bad guy would be easier to beat if they had spent the effort
to steal his space ship.

• Use gate-points to re-synchronize multi-path adventures. If the adventure
goes multi-path after they find the conspiracy, make sure there is no way
to advance until they thwart the sneak attack.

• Multi-path adventures are not hard to make, but your first adventure
should probably be single-threaded.

• Most of the example adventures are single-threaded, but Contraire
becomes multi-path at the Federal Department of Snooping. Furthermore,
the consequences of being side-tracked by the bureaucrats will haunt
them for the rest of the adventure.
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Tips for one-shot adventures
• One-shot adventures do not connect with, depend on, or set up any

other adventures. They can stand alone.
• It is OK if one-shots are a little bit railroady. Here is a big problem

guys, you gotta solve it.
• Most of the example adventures are one-shots.

Tips for campaigns
• A campaign is a set of related adventures.
• Give the players more choices and options in a campaign. They may not

want to take on General Chaos and his Army Of Death. They probably
will not try until several adventures into the campaign when they realize
they must to save the galaxy.

• A single-thread campaign is a chain of adventures where each one sets up
the one to come after. There are a couple of these in the example
adventures.

• A multi-path campaign has several courses of action open to the
characters. Each leads to a different adventure. The adventures do not
have to be done in any particular order.

• A campaign often has both single-thread and multi-path elements.


