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The main objective of this thesis was to create a tabletop roleplaying game 
adventure, designed to work independently of any pre-existing game system, 
thereby making it system-agnostic. The reason for making it system-agnostic 
was to maximize the number of people who could use it, rather than being 
limited to a specific system or ruleset. The thesis documents the steps of this 
process. It is divided into pre-production, production, playtesting, and iteration.  
 
As an introduction to the topic, a brief overview of roleplaying games was 
included. The history of roleplaying games and elements such as rules and 
resolution mechanics were discussed. Popular rule systems were compared, 
and guidelines were outlined for the system-agnostic adventure. The specific 
roles of individuals in a roleplaying game were analysed, and concepts such as 
player agendas, aesthetics, and social contracts in roleplaying were discussed. 
 
The tabletop roleplaying game market sector was researched to provide useful 
sales estimates to anyone interested in publishing or creating content for 
leading marketplaces. 
 
The outcome of this thesis is a set of best practices to use for a player focused 
game design, including an understanding of player motivations and how to fulfil 
them to create engaging gameplay. They serve as general-purpose tools that 
can be used in other contexts besides tabletop roleplaying games. 

Key words: games, tabletop roleplaying game, game design, roleplaying, level 
design 
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ABBREVIATIONS AND TERMS 

 

 

AC Armour Class, a value representing how hard it is for 

an attack to hit its target.  

Agenda What each player wants out of the game. The 

motivation and preferred way of exploring the shared 

imaginary.  

D&D Dungeons & Dragons, the world’s most popular 

roleplaying game. The first commercially available 

roleplaying game with formalized rules.  

HP Hit points, a value representing health, or the amount 

of damage that the character or object can withstand 

before being destroyed. 

GM Gamemaster. The referee, facilitator and organizer of 

the game. The gamemaster narrates the story, plays all 

the non-player characters, and determines the 

challenges and results of the player actions. 

GNS Gamist, Narrativist, and Simulationist. Ron Edwards’ 

theory on taxonomy of various types of players. 

Level A measure of the character’s prowess, popularised by 

Dungeons & Dragons 

MDA Mechanics-Dynamics-Aesthetics, a game design 

framework describing how rules create systems that 

produce “fun”, i.e., how mechanics produce dynamic 

system behaviour, in turn leading to aesthetic 

experiences.  

Module A pre-written adventure, setting or a playable scenario. 

Commonly includes maps for the locations, rules and 

descriptions for the characters and creatures, and 

goals and rewards for the players.  

NPC Non-player character, characters controlled by the 

gamemaster in the roleplaying games 
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OGL Open Game License, published by Wizards of the 

Coast to allow third-party publishers to produce 

material compatible with Dungeons & Dragons 

PC Player character, the fictional character controlled by 

one of the players. 

RPG Roleplaying game, a collaborative storytelling game in 

which the players assume the roles of characters and 

interact with the world run by the gamemaster. 

Stats The attributes and abilities of a player character, 

usually given as numerical values or grades. 

System-agnostic Not conforming to any specific game’s rule system, but 

generally applicable. Also referred to as rules neutral, 

generic, universal, or any system. 

Theatre of the Mind Term originating from radio dramas where various 

techniques are used to conjure up a vivid stories 

imagined by the listeners. In the RPG context, it refers 

to a style of play when no physical props are used. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

This thesis presents a system-agnostic roleplaying game module and explains 

how and why the mechanics within are designed in a rules neutral way, rather 

than adhering to any specific roleplaying game system. The project chapter will 

demonstrate in a linear way how the locations, challenges, characters, and and 

other relevant elements were constructed for a roleplaying game module for 

ease of use for the end user.  

 

The thesis begins with an overview and history of modern roleplaying games. 

Afterwards there is an analysis and a breakdown of the core ways in which 

people engage with roleplaying games, using such tools as Ron Edward’s GNS 

theory and aesthetics of play from the Mechanics-Dynamics-Aesthetics 

framework developed by Hunicke, LeBlanc and Zubek. Recognizing how these 

different player agendas function and how to cater to them specifically helps in 

designing a more broadly appealing game experience. In addition, 

acknowledging them as a game designer can help to understand the strengths 

of the module and the areas the designer might be lacking in. This should serve 

as a practical guideline for anyone interested in topics such as level design or 

managing and meeting player expectations in context beyond the scope of just 

roleplaying games.  
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2 ROLEPLAYING GAMES 

 

 

2.1 Overview of tabletop roleplaying games 

 

A tabletop roleplaying game is typically played with pencils, paper, and dice 

(Picture 1). It is a form of collaborative storytelling where the joint imaginations 

of the people participating shape the game. Players create characters who 

explore and interact in an imaginary world, presented to them by one player 

who assumes the role of the gamemaster, a kind of referee controlling the 

movements and actions of non-player characters and monsters (Halliwell, 

Priestley, Davis, Bambra & Gallagher 1986, 9). 

 

An essential part of roleplaying games is the social contract. It means that there 

is an implicit understanding in the group that the players will be adventurous 

and active, the gamemaster is entrusted to control the challenge and be fair 

(Moldvay 1981, 60). Every participant is expected to not engage in antagonistic 

play, such as exploiting knowledge outside of the game setting (Huizinga 1955, 

10). 

 

The gamemaster facilitates the players navigating the world with rulings and 

descriptions of the events and outcomes that happen during play. The players 

are presented with a scene in which they describe what their characters do, 

sometimes rolling polyhedral dice to determine the outcome of their actions 

when the gamemaster deems that the outcome of an action is uncertain. This 

kind of play sequence was established by the first published roleplaying game, 

Dungeons and Dragons. 

  

Roleplaying games are often played using scenarios, or modules. These are 

adventures written by game designers that come ready with plenty of material 

for the gamemaster to use. Modules generally include the story, NPCs, 

monsters, and locations that the players will run into during play (Halliwell et al. 

1986, 301). 
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PICTURE 1. Roleplaying game session in progress (Sampo Jumisko 2022) 

 

 

2.1.1 History of modern roleplaying 

 

Dungeons & Dragons (Gygax & Arneson 1974) was the first commercially 

available fully realized tabletop roleplaying game. D&D has its roots in miniature 

wargaming, a type of strategy gaming derivative of chess simulating combat 

between armies composed of figurines (Peterson 2012). In 1971 Jeff Perren 

and Gary Gygax, two members of a wargaming club, collaborated to create a 

medieval miniature wargame with a mass combat focus called Chainmail. 

Chainmail’s rules included a fantasy supplement, allowing for powerful figures 

such as heroes and wizards to be used in the game.  

 

At around the same time, Dave Arneson began developing a medieval variation 

of David Weseley's Napoleonic wargame campaign called Braunstein. 

Arneson's game was set in a fantasy medieval barony of Blackmoor, a land 

where his players controlled individual fantasy versions of themselves instead of 

controlling armies. Arneson used the system in Chainmail to resolve combats. 

As the campaign of play progressed, Arneson added innovations such as 
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character classes, experience points, level advancement, armour class, and 

others. This type of gameplay would be recognizable to modern D&D players 

(Graves & Morgan III 2019).  

 

Arneson and Gygax had partnered to work together previously on a naval battle 

game, Arneson introduced Gygax to his Blackmoor game and the two then 

collaborated on developing the game that became Dungeons & Dragons 

(Picture 2), with the final edit done by Gygax and published in 1974 by TSR, Inc 

(Gygax & Arneson 1974).  

 

 

PICTURE 2. A first edition set of D&D, sold on Ebay (EditorJan_1 2016) 

 

 

2.1.2 Dominance of Dungeons & Dragons 

 

Dungeons & Dragons established itself early on as the de facto leader of the 

tabletop roleplaying game industry, having essentially innovated the style of 

play, and has continued to grow steadily. While there were other competing 
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systems and settings established during these early years, D&D remained 

relevant, in part, due to its unsubstantiated controversies regarding occultism 

that kept D&D in the public awareness (Picture 3). 

.   

PICTURE 3. Example of mid-80s anti-RPG paranoia (Chick 1984)  

 

The final push that saw D&D proliferate the industry was the birth of the modern 

D&D. In 1997, the publisher Wizards of the Coast acquired TSR and set to 

create the third edition of Dungeons & Dragons. This new edition came with the 

D20 system and launched the Open Game License, which enabled third-party 

authors to produce compatible material. The well received innovations of the 

third edition saw the game streamline its resolution mechanics and offer a larger 

variety of player options than before. (Cook, Tweet & Williams 2000, 90, 

Wizards of the Coast 2000) 

 

Nowadays D&D’s market position is such that it has become a generic 

trademark, to the point where, when people discuss roleplaying games they are 

ostensibly talking about D&D (Cook 2007). D&D stratified and formalized many 

of the systems at play throughout the genre that are considered ubiquitous. 

Systems such as level advancement, classes, alignment, and armour class 

were all established in D&D.  

 

 

2.2 Core elements of roleplaying games 

 

At the core of the roleplaying game experience is what the fifth edition of 

Dungeons & Dragons calls the Three Pillars of Adventure. These pillars are the 



11 

 

broad categories that the activities of the players fall into during the game: 

exploration, social interaction, and combat. (Figure 1) 

 

Exploration is the interaction and movement of the player characters. On a 

larger scale, this could be a week-long trek through a jungle while mapping out 

the unknown. On a smaller scale, this could be just opening the door at the end 

of a corridor. Social interaction refers to the player characters engaging with 

others, typically through communication. For instance, this could involve 

gossiping with a shopkeeper or persuading the guards to look the other way. 

Combat involves the player characters swinging weapons and casting spells, 

taking turns to methodically track the action between all the participants. This is 

the part of the game that has the most structure and rules associated with it. 

These categories can and will overlap during play, flowing from one focus to the 

other as characters might engage with social interaction in the middle of a battle 

(Mearls et al. 2014a, 8). 

 

FIGURE 1. Three separate player agendas support the adventure jointly 

 

The Three Pillars of Adventure are designed to entice different player styles and 

agendas by changing the objective of play from moment to moment, giving each 
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player agenda a spotlight in turn. This kind of generic appeal is one of the 

strengths of the system and likely a big part of its success. 

 

 

2.2.1 Exploration 

 

Exploration is among the hardest tenets of roleplaying games to define, and the 

mechanical systems employed are often ignored by most play groups. It is 

however one of the primary driving motivations for players who might be 

engaged and interested in the discovery of locations, creatures, items or 

whatever there might be to uncover. 

 

In the older editions of D&D, there was a greater focus on travel and exploration 

gameplay. The published adventure modules often provided vast areas of 

wilderness, that the gamemaster could use to simulate the long treks between 

adventure locations and civilized areas. This style of play is commonly referred 

to as hexcrawls, a term derived from the hexagonal grid of the map typically 

used, with each hex usually representing six miles across. 

 

Exploration most directly connects to the player agenda of discovery in Marc 

LeBlanc’s aesthetics of play taxonomy. (Hunicke, LeBlanc & Zubek 2004, 2)  

 

 

2.2.2 Social interaction 

 

Social interaction within this context refers to the actions of the characters 

interacting within the game world rather than the players interacting with each 

other at the table. Interactions such as talking to the gamemaster controlled 

non-player characters or characters talking amongst themselves, this part of the 

game is usually the least mechanically driven and most freeform.  

 

Beyond just conversing however, the characters may wish to influence the 

NPCs more directly, or attempt to sway entire crowds with rousing speeches or 

negotiate the release of hostages with an enemy leader, in these cases the 
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resolution mechanics for charm, deception, haggling, etc. are used. (Mearls et 

al. 2014c, 244) 

 

 

2.2.3 Combat 

 

For many tabletop roleplaying games, combat tends to be the primary focus or 

driving force in the game. As an example, in D&D the bulk of the game’s rules 

revolve around combat mechanics and options. Most of the player’s character 

options and features focus on what style of engagement they offer as a 

combatant. Roughly 70 percent of the class features and character sheet have 

to do with rules and statistics that are required during combat (Picture 4).  

 

Physical conflict, slaying of dragons and vanquishing foes is also a common 

element of the sword & sorcery type literature that inspired many of the writers 

and players of the roleplaying games. This is to be expected from a style of 

game that evolved from miniature wargaming. 
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PICTURE 4. D&D character sheet with combat focused information tinted red 

(Wizards of the Coast 2014) 

 

 

2.3 Player agenda theories 

 

The Three Pillars of Adventure could be seen as a response to a preceding 

theory called The GNS theory. It was put forward by Ron Edwards and it 

concerns three player agendas, Gamist, Narrativist, and Simulationist 

(Edwards 2001). This theory itself was inspired by the Threefold Model theory 
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that defined Drama-, Simulation-, and Game-oriented as the three paradigms of 

roleplaying games (Kim 1998).  

 

Edwards’ GNS theory proposes that all the participants in a roleplaying game 

hold one of three mutually exclusive goals or perspective, the player agenda 

(Figure 2). The game systems should focus on only one of these agendas and it 

is a mistake trying to satisfy all the types with a generic roleplaying game 

system. The three player goals that he defined are; Gamism, where the goal is 

competition and winning; Narrativism, where the goal is the creation of story 

and characterization; Simulationism, where the goal is exploration and internal 

logic (Edwards 2001). 

 FIGURE 2. Three separate player agendas are mutually exclusive 

 

The Threefold Model typically looks at the gamemaster’s decision and style: 

Dramatist is the style that values a satisfying narrative, Gamist is the style that 

values setting up challenges for the players (as opposed to the player 

characters), and Simulationist is the style that values resolving events without 

meta-game concerns. The Threefold Model acknowledges that a gamemaster is 

not going to be pigeonholed into just one style of play and will likely use a mix of 

all three but with a preference to one style (Kim 1998). 
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The Mechanics-Dynamics-Aesthetics framework, presented in a research paper 

by Hunicke, LeBlanc, and Zubek (2004), is based on lectures taught at Game 

Developers Conference. The paper is a formal framework examining the 

interaction between the game designer and the player. The game designer 

creates the mechanics, or the rules of the game. Mechanics provide systems 

that interact with each other, referred to as dynamics. The aesthetics describe 

how the player interacts with the system, and how they experience the desired 

emotional response, or the fun. The eight aesthetics of play are: 

• sensory pleasure 

• fantasy 

• narrative 

• challenge 

• fellowship 

• discovery 

• expression 

• submission. (Hunicke, LeBlanc & Zubek 2004, 2.) 

 

These eight aesthetics, interpreted and defined to fit the tabletop roleplaying 

game experience, provided a useful heuristic tool for the thesis project, offering 

a framework for analyzing and quantifying player feedback. The goal was to 

understand the preferred way that the player engages with the game, thus 

determining their player agenda. 

 

 

2.4 Resolution mechanics 

 

Whenever a situation arises in the game where the players are challenged by 

an obstacle or a foe to overcome, be it dodging a rolling boulder or hitting a 

target, some form of resolution mechanic is commonly employed. To determine 

the chance of a skill check, players combine their ability score characteristic and 

a relevant skill.  

 

The most common way is to roll a die or several dice and attempt to hit a target 

number. Other games might use a points or a resource system, rock paper 
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scissor or a deck of cards. These kinds of randomization methods are key to the 

strategic and tactical aspects of the game, and often enhance the dramatic flow 

of the game, for example when the whole group at the table might lean in to 

determine the outcome of one fateful dice roll.  

 

Resolution mechanic is essentially at the core of the specific roleplaying system 

used, and it determines where the focus of a game system lies and what kind of 

audience it intends to attract. Terms such as rules lite and crunchy generally 

refer to how complex the game system is. Rules lite or light games have an 

easy, generally applicable resolution mechanic, whereas crunchy game 

systems have multi-stage resolution mechanics and several intricacies or 

options that add detail.  

 

The rules light games are often favoured by players interested in a narrative or 

story focused game with a lot of expression and low stakes, and crunchy games 

are more appealing to players with a simulationist or gamist agenda. An 

example of a rules lite game would be Grant Howitt’s one page RPG The Witch 

is Dead, which contains all its rules and play scenario on a single page. In 

contrast, a game system like Rolemaster from 1982 is known as particularly 

complex and its boxed set contains 3 books, 2 booklets and 8 charts (Picture 5).  
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PICTURE 5. Rolemaster box set (Wayne’s Books 2023) 

 

 

 

2.5 Miniatures and play aids 

 

Due to tabletop roleplaying games having their roots in historical tabletop 

wargaming, miniatures and maps have been a part of the experience from the 

start (Picture 6).  For the most part, the games usually employ a theatre of the 

mind approach, where each participant is simply imagining the game and 

situations as they happen (RPG Museum 2020). Miniatures and maps however 

can be almost mandatory in a more complex game where positioning of 

characters and enemies can be important for the outcome of something like a 

spell effect (Halliwell et al. 1986, 63).  

 

 

PICTURE 6. Example of miniature and terrain play aids 
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Play aids for this kind of game can be anything from tokens to denote 

characters and graph paper to work out player positions to something 

excessively elaborate, such as detailed terrain pieces, or even projectors and 

smoke machines. As well as providing helpful reference, they appeal to players 

who value the sense pleasure of play (Hunicke, LeBlanc & Zubek 2004, 2).  

Many gamemasters go to the trouble of setting up audio systems and providing 

beautiful props for player handouts and this added spectacle enriches the 

experience. Aristotle's book Poetics (350 BCE) deals with dramatic theory, 

performance, and the elements of theatre. One of these elements is the 

spectacle, that includes visual elements such as sets, costumes, and props, 

and provides the “most vivid of pleasures” (Aristotle, 350 BCE). And whilst 

Aristotle criticizes these elements for pandering to the common people, the 

mass appeal of spectacle should not be ignored. While an old button serves the 

role of a token just as effectively as a beautifully painted custom miniature it 

would not be visually as stimulating. 
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3 ROLEPLAYING GAME MODULES 

 

 

3.1 Market overview 

 

The tabletop roleplaying game market is hard to assess. It’s split up to physical 

and digital products that are sold through various physical or digital storefronts. 

Because the tabletop roleplaying game market is so fragmented, getting an 

accurate market overview is very difficult. At best one can extrapolate on the 

data that is available on virtual tabletop services that publish some of their user 

data (Figure 3; Figure 4). It is even more challenging to estimate the number of 

physical copies of games that are sold in bookstores, specialist gaming stores 

or hobbyist conventions (Abadía 2023).  

 

But it is easy to recognize that the Dungeons & Dragons 5th Edition is the 

dominant brand, controlling over half of the market share, with the rest of the 

competition vying for the remainder. The most successful among those is 

garnering merely 4 to 5 percent of the shares. (Roll20 2020). To further 

consolidate their control, Hasbro, the parent company controlling Wizards of the 

Coast, acquired the online toolset D&D Beyond in 2022, and at the time, it was 

reported to have 10 million users (Hall 2022).  

FIGURE 3. Percentage of Roll20 users and the game systems used (Roll20 
2021) 
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FIGURE 4. Percentage of Fantasy Grounds users and the games systems used 

(Fantasy Grounds 2020, edited) 

 

For an aspiring roleplaying game designer, digital distribution via DriveThru 

RPG is the most viable option. DriveThru RPG is the most established and self-

proclaimed largest digital storefront for tabletop RPGs (DriveThru RPG 2024).  

 

 

3.2 DriveThru RPG publishing 

 

Even though DriveThru RPG is the most popular marketplace for digital 

distribution of roleplaying game modules and supplements, less than 30% of 

products make it beyond selling more than 50 units (Figure 5). With over 

100,000 products listed it can be difficult to stand out. 
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FIGURE 5. Number of products with more than 50 sales (Troy Press 2019) 

 

Bestselling titles on the platform often share some commonalities. Primarily, the 

audience is already pre-existing, meaning these individuals are already aware 

of the author. Having a successful YouTube channel, being a published author, 

or anyone with some level of fame will have an elevated position when it comes 

to sales (Milton 2024). Additionally, presentation matters, and products with 

flashy covers or high-quality art assets attract more attention. 

 

 

3.3 Open Game License Controversy 

 

Many of the modules created for D&D are made by third-party writers publishing 

their compatible adventures and material under the Open Game License, 

published by Wizards of the Coast in 2000. This was accepted by the 

roleplaying game community and caused D&D to flourish and have plenty of 

material produced for it. It also offered more variety, support, and innovators to 

contribute to the game (Cook 2007).  

 

In January 2023 Wizards of the Coast announced that they would change the 

previously irrevocable Open Game License, or OGL for short. These changes 

included third-party publishers being required to pay 25% of their revenue made 

using the license and to hand over the rights to publish and profit from the 

material to Wizards of the Coast. Furthermore, it stated that all content 
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previously published under the old license would need to be moved on to the 

new version, or risk legal action.  

 

The backlash was immediate, and Wizards of the Coast had to backpedal, first 

offering a revised version of the OGL with a softened stance but several 

loopholes left in allowing WotC to render the contract void and being solely in 

control of determining what they deem to be hateful conduct and the third-party 

creator having to give up all rights to fight that decision. 

 

Ultimately, Wizards gave up, having heard the public outcry as protest actions 

began to take shape and people started campaigns to unsubscribe from the 

D&D Beyond service en masse. Not only was the original version of OGL 

reinstated, but they also went as far as putting the core rules under the Creative 

Commons (Abbot 2023). 

 

The effects of the OGL controversy had long-lasting effects. The trust of the 

community is slow to rebuild, and many third-parties moved on to try and secure 

alternatives to D&D. Wizards of the Coast demonstrated that it cannot be 

trusted and another attempt to update an irrevocable licenses is only a matter of 

time.  
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4 SYSTEM-AGNOSTICISM 

 

 

4.1 Universal roleplaying rules 

 

System-agnosticism, also referred to as rules neutral, is used to describe 

scenarios or supplements that are not tied to any specific game system (Smith 

2022). These materials are often setting neutral as well, meaning they don’t 

include any specific creatures or locations that would be unique to any particular 

game system. For example, the world of Greyhawk in Dungeons & Dragons is a 

setting that is specific to the game.  

 

The advantage of writing a scenario in a system-agnostic way is the high 

degree of usability that it provides to the gamemaster. As an example, a system 

neutral adventure could be written to outline the plotline for a heist, with 

complications, challenges, characters, and their motivations. This general 

outline could then be easily adapted and played out by different groups using 

various rulesets. One group would play the adventure as a science fiction 

adventure on some casino satellite while the other group could play the 

scenario set in a medieval fantasy town. Another beneficial feature is the more 

approachable natural language used, such as real-world measurements and 

comparisons. This allows gamemasters to easily translate elements from the 

real world into their games. Moreover, the OGL controversy discussed in the 

previous chapter also makes a compelling argument on why creating 

supplements not relying on specific systems is a good idea. 

 

 

4.2 Comparative analysis of different rule systems 

 

There are hundreds of tabletop roleplaying game systems, but most of them 

can be divided into two categories: Class-based systems and skill-based 

systems. In a class-based system, such as Dungeons & Dragons, a player has 

a character that belongs to a class, for example an archetypal hero who 

possesses abilities such as spellcasting for a wizard, great fighting abilities for 

fighter and so on. 



25 

 

 

Regardless of what the characters do as their occupation, be they blacksmiths 

or scribes, they have the unique class features of the archetype of their 

choosing. As they advance and grow stronger in this class, they will increase in 

level, gain more abilities and prowess, and typically increase their hit points 

(Picture 7). 

  

 

PICTURE 7. Excerpt from D&D Cleric class table, showing how the prowess 

and features are tied to the level advancement (Wizards of the Coast 2014) 

 

Conversely, in a standard skill-based roleplaying game system, the characters 

derive their skills and abilities from a general pool of skills accessible to any 

character (Picture 8). These skills are usually organised to a group of skills 

belonging to a career path or a background, so a player with a sailor character 

would possess skills such as swimming, navigating, etc. while a university 

professor character would likely have a vastly different skillset. There are of 

course outliers and several games that have a more hybrid approach, but most 

games lean more heavily into one of these two categories.  
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PICTURE 8. Excerpt from Cyberpunk 2020 character sheet (R. Talsorian 

Games 1991) 

 

The biggest difference between these systems is usually in the combat 

mechanics of the games. What’s usually the case is that in a class-based 

system, regardless of character class, the players grow in power relatively and 

will only be challenged by tougher and stronger opponents. Contrasted with a 

skill-based game such as Cyberpunk, where the characters might improve their 

fighting skills as they become more experienced, but their ability to survive 

getting shot in the head does not really change regardless of how good at 

shooting they are themselves.  
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Each system has its own advantages and disadvantages. The biggest 

advantage in a class-based system is the clearly defined scaling that comes 

with the levels. A gamemaster can adjust the challenge more easily to better fit 

their players when they have a predictable power level that the characters 

possess, and it’s less likely that they will have to adjust during the play as some 

obstacle proves more dangerous than intended, after unlucky dice rolls.  

 

 

4.2.1 Core mechanics 

 

At the core of most roleplaying games there is some kind of a resolution 

mechanism. Whenever the outcome of an action is an uncertainty or in conflict 

or simply for dramatic reasons, a resolution mechanic is used to determine the 

result. These can be broadly categorized into three types:  

• random resolution system 

• deterministic resolution system 

• a judgemental resolution system. 

 

Random resolution is the most common of the three, and it means that the 

outcome is determined by the game mechanics with a random element such as 

using dice or drawing cards. In a game such as D&D, a player will typically roll 

dice and add variables, such as ability bonuses, and compare against a target 

number that signifies the level of difficulty. In contrast, deterministic resolution 

systems have an expected result. This is determined by comparing the abilities, 

the challenge, and by spending resources. If a player wishes to succeed, they 

will spend more resources and likely trade in successes now for failures later. A 

judgemental resolution system is typically used in games that are more 

narratively focused, and it means that the gamemaster decides on all outcomes 

based on the choices of the players.  

 

Most of the games will employ a mechanic dealing with chance, like previously 

mentioned. The most common systems either roll one or several dice and will 

try to either score high to beat a target number or score low to be below a 

threshold. 
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4.2.2 Combat simulations 

 

For a system-agnostic approach, it would be impossible to give specific 

numbers on how tough the monsters are or how much damage they cause, 

because each game system arrives at these numbers differently. A fighter in 

D&D with 60 hit points is not equivalent to a soldier in Warhammer Roleplaying 

Game with 15 wounds, even though both are used to determine how resilient 

the character is.  

 

In Dungeons & Dragons, the threat posed by an enemy is given as a challenge 

rating value, shortened as CR. It is a system that conveys how challenging a 

single monster is when fighting against a party of four player characters. So, a 

party of four first level characters should be able to defeat a creature with 

challenge rating of 1 without any significant trouble. Different game systems 

also typically have a way of easily communicating this kind of scaling, such as 

the slaughter margin in Warhammer Fantasy Roleplay Game or Hit Dice values 

in the retro clones of the first edition of Dungeons & Dragons, or simply difficulty 

value in Shadow of the Demon Lord.  

 

However, the challenge rating doesn’t consider the context of the combat. 

Essentially the fight takes place in a vacuum, derived of complications such as 

terrain, distance, or other dangers. But in the context of the play, the lowly 

goblin enemies are far more dangerous if the gamemaster is using their abilities 

to the fullest. With this consideration, the challenge rating remains a valuable 

tool for estimating the average monster health, the damage they inflict and how 

many turns the fight will last, and it provides a predictable result for the combat.  

 

To conduct a comparative analysis, D&D was used as a base and the outcomes 

were determined for several combat encounters over ten rounds between a 1st 

level Fighter against monsters ranging from challenge rating ¼, ½, 1 and 2 

(Table 1). The monsters were chosen specifically for their prevalence: goblin, 

orc, bugbear and ogre. Additionally, they are straightforward monsters with 

basic attacks and no special features, making them a good baseline 

representation of their challenge rating.  
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TABLE 1. Example of the combat simulation table  

D&D Fighter Goblin 

Armour Class 17 15 

Hit point 12 7 

Damage D8+3 D6+2 

Avg. damage 8 6 

Chance to hit 55% 40% 

Initiative 2nd 1st 

 

Using this method, it was determined that on average the fighter would defeat 

the goblin in two attacks, with one hit required. This combat simulation method 

was then used to determine the outcomes of the encounters with an orc, a 

bugbear, and an ogre. With this data, I prepared a system that uses the relative 

threat that a monster has, as the ranking that can be adapted by the 

gamemaster for general use. The monikers used for the categories are Fodder, 

Grunt, Champion and Monstrous. 

 

 

4.2.3 Guidelines and best practices 

 

Writing any system-agnostic material requires that it is written in a way that 

does not refer to specific game mechanics. The ideas should be presented in a 

way that can be understood intuitively. For example, light sources are typically 

presented in a mechanical way in games and utilizing imperial units of 

measurement; a candle weighs 0.5 lbs and emits Bright Light in a 5-foot radius 

and Dim Light in a 20-foot radius and lasts for 6 turns. With the game-specific 

mechanics stripped, it’s best to just write something like “here is a candle” and 

trust the gamemaster to determine necessary rulings.  

 

Other considerations that arise are the values and costs of things. It can be best 

to set out a generic denominator for currency, call that c for coin or currency, 

and specify that in this material it is assumed that a loaf of bread costs 2 c and 

a sword costs 100 c. The gamemaster should be given enough data to be able 
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to extrapolate the rest of the values as befits the economy of their preferred 

game system. 

 

When describing creatures, objects, or locations, referring to real-world 

examples rather than game mechanics or terms is preferred. A troll living under 

a bridge described “as strong as a gorilla and the size of a bear” provides useful 

and relatable information. Furthermore, one can describe useful information in 

other diegetic ways, stating for example that the troll’s thick skin “defends as 

leather armour” or his claws “damage as swords”, providing common concepts 

for the gamemaster to refer to (Smith 2022). 
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5 PROJECT: SYSTEM-AGNOSTIC MODULE 

 

 

5.1 Concept phase 

 

The created module features a classic haunted house scenario. The adventure 

was originally written to be a scenario for my own roleplaying group of five 

people that I run as the gamemaster. We were going to play it on Halloween, so 

I decided on an old, haunted manor for the players to experience. The scenario 

was titled The Mittenmeier Manor, after its primary location. 

 

Early in the design process I made a point for the scenario to be kept as general 

and self-contained as possible, so that it might be inserted into any other 

system or setting as effortlessly as possible. A lot of fantasy settings in 

roleplaying game systems are heavily anachronistic. Nobles, knights, castles, 

and peasants are all included in these settings for the flavor and aesthetic, while 

the actual social structure and feudalism are rarely a factor. I’m a bit of a stickler 

for historical accuracy but I permitted myself a wider timeframe for the 

inspiration of the design of the manor. Colen Campbell’s “Vitruvius Britannicus” 

(1715-1725) featured many engravings, particularly in the Palladian style, that 

influenced my creation of the manor floorplans and the sort of rooms that could 

be included (Picture 9). 
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PICTURE 9. Palladian style architecture plan (Campbell 1715-1725) 

 

The playability of the space was also considered. Most groups use physical 

props such as miniatures and graph paper, where the grid is commonly spaced 

out to be in 5-foot square increments, and a token or miniature of a creature is 

presumed to take up one of these squares. Thus, locations designed for 

gameplay require more space than would be necessary for such a room in real 

life. This allows for things such as combat encounters happening in a space that 

is not too limited for tactical play, in case they involve positioning and 

movement.  

 

By the end of the production the manor consisted of 68 rooms, 4 levels of 

elevation, and 73 locations in total, including the grounds and facilities (Picture 

10). This would turn out to be excessive later.  

 

PICTURE 10. Map concept for the manor 2021 
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5.2 Pre-production phase 

 

When it comes to map design, there is a balance to be struck when considering 

the verisimilitude of building a believable place, that still functions as a playable 

area. The playability should come first as a consideration, and after the 

playtests there were some discoveries that could only be discovered through 

actual play. 

 

A 3D model of the manor was created to serve as a concept. It helped with 

visualization and with establishing architectural dimensions, such as ceiling 

heights and the overall height of the building. Additionally, it gave insights into 

the line of sight from one room to another, as well as from the interior to the 

exterior, and vice versa. Using an interactive first-person view camera enabled 

an assessment of the spatial adequacy of each room. (Picture 11).  

 

PICTURE 11. 3D modeled concept for the manor 2021 

 

This principle of playability applies to the design of mysteries, clues, etc. as 

well. A balance must be struck where, when the player stops to investigate a 

cupboard for keys, the gamemaster must consider if they should just hand the 

key to the player since the expectation for discoveries is already there.  
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There is a concept called Xandering the Dungeon used in game design. It is 

named after the game designer Justin Alexander who was inspired by another 

designer and artist Jennell Jaquays, who worked on several D&D adventures of 

note. The goal is to present viable options for the players to choose in which to 

approach the dungeon. Rather than having a linear path through the dungeon, 

multiple paths of entrance and an overall fractal structure are used, meaning 

loops within loops of passages that the players can travel (Alexander 2010).  

 

Another point of consideration is dungeon ecology. In most older modules the 

monsters are essentially expected to be suspended in their rooms until the 

players arrive. In these instances, playability overshadows the verisimilitude of 

the game to a detriment. At its worst you have rooms next to each other where 

a pack of different monsters just wait for the players to walk in and fight them.  

 

When designing a dungeon, consider whether it’s inhabitants would live in these 

spaces with a more satisfying reasoning than “it’s magic”. Undead creatures 

often serve as excellent adversaries due to their adaptability across various 

locations. 

 

Haunted houses and crypts offer opportunities for gamemasters to unleash 

hordes of ghosts and skeletons when tension demands escalation. Other 

powerful or elemental forces such as demons or mad wizards also serve as 

good primary antagonists, acting as a linchpin to hang up all these opposing 

forces on in a plausible way.  

 

When using thinking and reasoning opponents, such as tribes of goblins or 

similar, figuring out how and why they co-habit and sustain in a limited living 

space can become a murky issue, but gamemasters should not be too 

discouraged from creating their dungeon design around this. One just has to be 

aware that it takes more effort to make it work and these things need to be 

considered.  
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5.3 Production phase 

 

During the production of the Mittenmeier Manor module, I wrote descriptions of 

the rooms, all about a paragraph in length, including such details as room 

dimensions and materials. I also had an overall features description for things 

such as furnishings and style, source of illumination and other sense 

descriptors, such as scents and sounds.  

 

Whilst evocative, having so many descriptions in such detail was ultimately a lot 

of wasted effort and not helpful for the gamemaster using the adventure. I 

decided to pare down the descriptions of the rooms and include a longer overall 

description that is generally applicable throughout a larger area. Another issue 

is that the longer the description goes, the easier it is for the players to miss out 

on the actionable detail. 

 

For instance, if we were to describe a hallway in a dungeon with a large chasm, 

drawbridge across it, and a goblin sentry seated at a table on the other side we 

must supply enough information for the players to make meaningful choices but 

not too much to drown out the important details. Things such as obvious levers 

or things we want the players to interact with must be presented, but being too 

obvious can break the fantasy immersion and limit the player agency to just 

choosing from what they view as the only available interactions. A lot of roleplay 

exists in the simulation and breaking of the limitations, so why choose between 

pulling one of two levers when the player can hack down the door with an axe. 

There should be several options available for the players, and their 

consequences should be meaningful (Upton 2015, 110).  

 

An effective way to describe the rooms is to state the function and the general 

size of the room and the most important feature in it. The paragraph long 

description for the room, such as the library does have all the necessary data 

for the players to deduce that it is a library, what with the bookshelves and all, 

but during actual play the excessive description is swamping the players with 

too much information and not enough actionable data.  
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A sentence long description clearly stating that it’s a large library with several 

bookcases and a staircase already gives the players plenty to engage with, and 

additional description is only warranted when the player is asking for more 

information.  

 

G3. DRAWING ROOM 
The drawing room is large and ostentatious, with plenty of art hung 
up on the walls, and statues, and sculptures provided as 
entertainment for the guests. The bay windows to the south have 
cushions set upon the sills for lounging. There are two suits of 
ornate armor each holding a tarnished polearm.  
 

According to Vuorela (2021), when describing these features, such as fountains 

or sculptures, it is best to use relative size rather than accurate dimensions for 

better clarity. For example, the statue is the size of a man, the fountain is as big 

as a car. Although using something as modern as a car for the descriptor can 

be immersion breaking, it is preferable to be clear and concise.  

 

For the non-player characters featured in the adventure I illustrated portraits. 

Having a visual aid helps the gamemaster and the players distinguish who they 

might be interacting with and can be more memorable than a written description 

or name. The illustration style is kept sketchy and vague, both to leave room for 

interpretation and to have striking features done in exaggerated caricature. 

(Picture 12). This style is also much quicker to produce than something more 

carefully rendered. 
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PICTURE 12. Sample of portrait illustrations 

 

The module contains things such as written dialogue and journal entries. Due to 

the unpredictable nature of the players, writing strict dialogue or monologues for 

characters is ill-advised. A lot of the times the situation might not be suited for 

the tone of the dialogue that is written, or the player characters could interject in 

any number of ways, such as with questions or outright hostile actions. Written 

out dialogue takes up space and is inconvenient for the reader, so it is often 

preferable to describe the conversation from the gamemaster’s perspective 

(Vuorela 2021). Simply providing the outline of what information the character 

possesses, and if they are willing to share, allows the gamemaster to adjust the 

language used to what is most fitting for their group.  
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5.4 Module playtest 

 

As mentioned before, the Mittenmeier Manor was played over the 2021 

Halloween weekend and the playtest had five participants, consisting of four 

players and the gamemaster. The adventure took two sessions between six to 

eight hours to complete, and the group played in person, except for one player 

who attended by video call. 

 

The narrow corridors worked for the benefit of the game, yet the labyrinthine 

nature of a large manor with multiple rooms detracted from the experience. 

There was significant fatigue that set on when the party moved from room to 

room and did not discover anything that would have immediately prompted 

them to take action. 

 

Running the game, I was initially describing the rooms using all the data 

available, but I felt it had diminishing returns after having painted the general 

picture. The players should be able to infer that all the rooms in a wealthy 

manor are going to be well-furnished, unless otherwise specified. 

 

Another sticking point was the use of imperial measurements. Imperial 

measurements are the standard for most games and written modules due to the 

prevalence of the North American market, and even though I’m accustomed to 

them, some of the players were not. In practice it meant that if I were to 

describe a room being 40ft deep and 20ft wide with a 20ft ceiling, I would then 

also have to clarify that it is about 12 meters deep, six meters wide and six 

meters high. And after that, since some players may have a loose grasp of 

judging distances, I would have to just say that it’s a large room. This was 

indeed one of the insights gained, as for the game to run easily granular detail 

such as exact dimensions are not generally required. 

 

5.4.1 Survey analysis 

 

I had prepared a two-part survey for the players to fill out after concluding the 

adventure. The questions ranged from overall feedback, player experience, and 

more in-depth questions regarding the player preferences and expectations. 
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From the responses to the survey, some trends arise. The unexpected and 

random events experienced by the players were noted as enjoyable (Appendix 

2). Players were generally most likely to engage, recall and respond positively 

to events that specifically related to their character. This reinforces the crux of 

the thesis: designing the scenario with attention paid to the various player 

agendas is recommended, and options should be provided to cater to all tastes 

and the redundancies discarded.  

 

Conversely, the negative feedback was focused on events where the players 

felt they had less options or were otherwise hindered. This is not the same as 

the character being hindered. As an example, there were moments when the 

characters were pinned down or carried off by enemies or moved about by 

magic force, and this was not perceived as a negative or unfair. But a player not 

having an opportunity to use their spells or abilities would be regarded as a 

disappointment (Appendix 2).  

 

Player agency and positive response to the feeling of control is also evident 

across the surveys. The encounters and events where the players had most 

effect or had the most options available were rated highly (Picture 13). 

PICTURE 13. Highlighted trends from the survey 2022  

 

Exploration was also highly regarded. Across the survey there was a sentiment 

that the unexpected anomalies in the manor kept tension and excitement high 

(Picture 14). Sense of discovery is one of the primary player agendas that gets 
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most attention in tabletop roleplaying games (Hunicke et al. 2004, 2). And as 

setting for that, a haunted house dungeon is tailored to amply provide this. 

 

Novelty of an encounter is likewise a positive trait. Experienced players have 

naturally become used to fighting common monstrosities such as undead, but a 

prancing bathtub charging across the bathroom is a new unfamiliar danger. In 

addition to being memorable, tension can be created by presenting an unknown 

threat, as the players cannot gauge how dangerous it may be. 

PICTURE 14. Highlighted trends from the survey 2022 

 

The data provided by the survey serves as a guide on the aspects that should 

be prioritized when creating a roleplaying game module. The most highly rated 

aesthetics are fantasy, narrative, fellowship, and expression. Therefore, the 

focus should be to create an adventure that allows player freedom within a 

consistent shared imaginary space, and where the narratives have a satisfying 

setup and payoff. 

 

 

5.4.2 Player agendas 

 

The questionnaire aimed to find out the preferred player agendas within the 

group. By asking questions related to player agendas twice, the survey aimed to 

control for comprehension and to reduce the response bias. Participants were 

first asked to numerically rate the importance of various player agendas and 

later to arrange them in order of preference. 
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The basis that I used in evaluating the player motivations was founded on the 

Mechanics-Dynamics-Aesthetics framework, which I adapted to fit the survey 

(Picture 15). I used the eight aesthetics presented in the paper, interpreting and 

defining them to fit the tabletop roleplaying game experience based on my 

understanding. (Hunicke et al. 2004, 2.)  

 

PICTURE 15. Eight aesthetics of play, defined in the survey 2022 

 

The insights from the data revealed that on average, players rated fantasy and 

narrative as the highest-rating concepts (Table 2). Fellowship came third, which 

reinforces the idea that players are primarily focused on themselves and their 

character. Anecdotally, this holds true for most roleplaying game groups. When 

embarking on a fantasy adventure, players seek not only the immersion of 

fantastical worlds but also the shared camaraderie of collaborative storytelling. 

 

However, what stands out even more is the low rating assigned to the concepts 

of submission and challenge. This finding warrants cautious interpretation. The 

player agenda of submission was perhaps inadequately conveyed during the 

survey and thus ended up as the least favoured option, likely considered a safe 
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but unexciting choice. Additionally, the low rating for challenge suggests that 

players may struggle to express their true preferences. 

 

Challenge adds tension, drama, and stakes, and it seems contradictory to 

simultaneously rate both challenge and submission, which means the effortless 

easy-going experience, as low. Perhaps the missing option would be medium, a 

balance struck between desire for challenge without the fear of outright defeat. 

 

Additionally, individual player insights emerged. Playgroups often comprise 

individuals with diverse play agendas that don’t always align seamlessly. For 

gamemasters who play with regular groups, conducting surveys would be an 

asset. Quantifying player preferences provides a deeper understanding of their 

desires and ensures a more tailored gaming experience for that group. 

 

TABLE 2. Aesthetics rated highest to lowest 

Highest Fantasy 

 Narrative 

 Fellowship 

 Expression 

 Discovery 

 Sense Pleasure 

 Challenge 

Lowest Submission 

 

 

5.4.3 Challenges and complications 

 

Other reported sticking points can be connected to player agenda compatibility. 

Some players naturally prefer a different style of play and pacing. Whilst one 

player could wish to methodically search and move cautiously, the other player 

might wish to proceed faster. Subjectively this kind of natural inter-party tension 

is natural, and not entirely undesired, as tension creates drama and provides an 

overall more dynamic game for the entire group. Others may disagree and wish 

to have player groups where player agendas align. 
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The survey also contained questions regarding the rewards provided by 

exploration and traps and secrets. During playtesting, however, the group did 

not encounter any of the traps and secrets. These were all featured in the 

scenario, but the players never did search for or encounter any of it. Despite 

some of the traps and secret doors being explicitly presented in a room, the 

players did not engage with these features, possibly due to risk aversion. 

 

This leads to some interesting introspection – how much should the 

gamemaster interject with the player’s decision? The ideal is that the 

gamemaster presents the situation and the players deliberate on how to 

proceed. But should the gamemaster outright break the immersion and hint that 

this location looks like there would be some valuables or secret doors to 

discover? 

 

As an example, early on during the scenario the group entered a building that 

had sleeping bags and backpacks in it, containing useful resources such as 

healing items. The players did not search the contents of the backpacks and 

later one lamented at the lack of healing items as the character had become 

wounded.  

 

The game is a constant push and pull of the gamemaster providing actionable 

detail and the players choosing to act. However, should the gamemaster take 

over and have the characters take actions that would be obvious in the fantasy 

of the shared imaginings. A common recommendation is to favour the players, 

for they cannot imagine the situation as the gamemaster does, no matter how 

well it is described.  

 

The true playtest of the scenario is not necessarily the one conducted by the 

creator of the module, either. Issues such as legibility, and how practical and 

useful the module is as a game aide, is only truly tested when the scenario is 

run by a different gamemaster. But the testing and analysis for this would be 

challenging, as the tabletop roleplaying game experience is improvised in large 

parts and therefore the separate sessions can be hard to compare.  
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5.5 Revisions after playtesting 

 

Starting out, the adventure had up to 68 rooms, 4 levels of elevation, and 73 

locations in total including the grounds and facilities. This was stripped down to 

a more practical 30 rooms, 4 levels and just 34 locations in total, including the 

grounds and facilities (Picture 16).  

 

PICTURE 16. Revision progress of the map 2021 

 

The first things that had to go were the hallways, and for a good reason. The 

copious hallways were essentially a waste of space in play terms. A player 

travelling in a hallway is essentially just moving from point of interest to another, 

and the time in between is often just dead air. They were also a waste in terms 

of believable living space. Very few actual manor houses have corridors leading 

from room to room, as it is a frivolous waste of space and building resources. 

 

The final revision made to the maps improved labelling of the rooms and 

locations. Each location was assigned a letter prefix that corresponds with its 

map level. Therefore, all locations on the ground floor received a G-prefix, while 

those on the upper floor were given a U-prefix. This modification helps the 

gamemaster understand the spatial relation between rooms on different floors 

(Picture 17).  
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PICTURE 17. Finalized version of the map 2023 

 

The NPCs and their essential stats were summarized and collated to the end of 

the module with the rest of the reference material. This helps the gamemaster 

by eliminating the need to browse through or bookmark the chapter where the 

NPCs are presented in fuller detail (Vuorela 2021).  

 

Another pragmatic adjustment was removing detailed lists of specific treasure 

and objects that any room might contain. Instead, relevant data was collated 

into three categories of treasure that the players could discover and arranged 

into tables for: 

• books 

• arms and armour  

• various valuables 

 

Lastly, two characters were combined into one and other unnecessary NPCs 

were removed. Initially there were a total of 21 NPCs, including ten members of 

the household staff. Since the household started out so vast, these redundant 

characters were mostly additional domestic staff, such as a lady’s maid, a valet, 

and a footman.   The characters already had a lot of crossovers and a similar 

purpose in the adventure, so merging or omitting them to streamline the NPC 

count down to 17 was rather effortless.  
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6 DISCUSSION  

 

 

Having reviewed the market analysis data, it can be somewhat discouraging to 

conclude that writing for a popular system or setting would have a significantly 

better audience. However, the Open Game License controversy of 2023 has 

taught us to be wary of trusting large publishers such as Wizards of the Coast. 

Moreover, this project was never about being successful in the monetary sense, 

it was about creating something usable that could be shared freely or played 

with anybody regardless of their game system preferences. The roleplaying 

game community is filled with enthusiastic creators writing fanzines and 

fostering a free exchange of ideas. 

 

Any creative person aspiring to write a system-agnostic adventure should be 

aware of some of the inherent pitfalls. The product is not ready to be played 

straight out of the box, because every gamemaster and group has unique 

needs. It is unlikely that any gamemaster will run an adventure strictly as 

written, as the nature of the roleplaying game is improvisation and adapting to 

the player choice.  

 

Some criticism argues that omitting creature stats and rules is lazy and should 

be included in any purchased material. But including stats and covering multiple 

game systems would quickly inflate the page count. Creating a system-neutral 

product means attempting to please everyone, which can result in a product 

that is not the first choice for anyone. Nevertheless, there is a market for 

system-agnostic material, and the existence of this category in marketplaces 

indicate that people do seek them. 

 

Personally, I gravitate towards fresh and evocative ideas in the published 

modules, often discarding and modifying the contents as I see fit. Roleplaying 

has always been a hobby that attracts folk who will tinker and modify as they 

go, creating houserules and new mechanics to make something truly their own. 

In this regard, the The Mittenmeier Manor-module created for this thesis offers a 

solid framework for planning scenarios and taking notes, beneficial for other 

game designers.  
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