
Puzzle Hunt Guide

This is not a definitive or comprehensive guide on puzzle hunts, but is intended to help provide an introduction to puzzle hunts and understanding of hunt puzzles.
(portions originally adapted from the 2015 pre-MITMH presentation deck by Atlas Shrugged) 

 Kah Kien Ong – last updated Dec 2024. Check here too for a Hunt Puzzle Solving Guide and Hunt Puzzle Writing Guide

http://www.sgpuzzlehunt.com/PuzzleSolvingGuide.pdf
http://www.sgpuzzlehunt.com/PuzzleWritingGuide.pdf
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1) What is a Puzzle Hunt?



What is a Puzzle Hunt?

• Puzzle event where teams participate to solve a series of “hunt 
puzzles”, eg. 

○MIT Mystery Hunt
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MIT Mystery Hunt (MITMH)

• https://puzzles.mit.edu

• Probably the oldest and largest puzzle hunt in the world

○ Started in 1981 by MIT grad student Brad Schaefer

○ Held annually over the Martin Luther King Day weekend

○ Onsite at MIT, with most puzzles available online (fully online 2021-2022)

○ In writing, often referenced by simply using “Hunt” with the first letter capitalized

○ Typically more than 150 puzzles in recent years

• About 2000+ participants

○ More than 300 teams, size ranging from less than 10, to 100+

○ Larger teams typically have members collaborating remotely, even overseas
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Other Online Hunts

• Many online puzzle hunts of varying difficulty (and standards)

• Typically organized by subset member/s from MITMH teams

○ Hunts generally last around a week, but lead teams would finish within the weekend

○ Puzzles tend to be harder/longer than MITMH (the teams participating regularly in these 
tend to comprise experienced/stronger members of MITMH teams)

○ Still relatively accessible to solvers given the smaller number of puzzles (vs MITMH), 
longer open duration and custom hint support 

• There are also many other online puzzle events organized by independent 
writers/groups termed loosely as “puzzle hunts”

○ Tends to be ad-hoc or irregular in frequency

○ Most are not actual puzzle hunts, as the puzzles lack all the characteristics of hunt puzzles

○ Standards could also vary greatly, as writers may not be as familiar with MITMH, and hunt puzzle 
writing (ie. have put the puzzles through a rigorous editing/test-solving process)
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Typical Hunt Structure

• Each Hunt typically has an overall theme or plot, which is revealed 
during/after kick-off.

• You solve hunt puzzles that yield feeder answers.

• Puzzles are typically organised into thematic rounds. You use the 
feeder answers from all the puzzles in each round to solve a 
metapuzzle (or meta for short).

• There is sometimes a similar final meta-meta that uses all the round 
meta answers.
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MITMH Runaround

• In the MITMH which is onsite, teams that solve all the round metas 
get to go on a final runaround endgame to find a hidden object.

• The final runaround consists of puzzles that lead teams to a coin 
hidden somewhere on campus. 

• These puzzles typically reuse a subset of the puzzle answers. 

• The first team to find the coin is declared the winner and tasked to 
write the next year’s Mystery Hunt.
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2) What is a Hunt Puzzle?



What is a Hunt Puzzle?

• Type of puzzles found in puzzle hunts with certain unique characteristics, 
and following certain conventions (refer to past MITMH hunt puzzles at 
https://puzzles.mit.edu to see actual examples) 

• Hunt puzzle characteristics are the unique traits that distinguishes them 
from other types of puzzles

○ Hunt puzzles should possess these common traits, otherwise there is no objective 
way to differentiate a hunt puzzle from other types of puzzles; and therefore 
puzzle hunts from other types of puzzle events

• Hunt puzzle conventions are the accepted principles that they follow 
(where applicable) 

○ Important for hunt puzzles to follow these established conventions/rules where 
applicable, as they can be used by solvers as critical aids during solving

○  A particular hunt or hunt puzzle could deliberately break a convention, but this 
should ideally be made clear to solvers, so as not to impact solving 10
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Hunt Puzzle Characteristics

• A hunt puzzle can be distinguished/defined by the following 
characteristics* :
• (HC1) How to get the answer is not explained and needs to be figured out
• (HC2) An intuitive solving path for the puzzle can be logically inferred from 

the hunt puzzle conventions used. Solvers should not be required to “try 
everything”

• (HC3) Require an intuitive leap in thinking or “aha” to solve (ideally only one 
key aha, but could possibly require more than one). Eg. Thematic/clued step, 
clued external reference, commonality that removes ambiguities, variant to 
standard puzzle rules.  

• (HC4) Has a substantive solving step (excludes the aha/s, extraction, or menial 
tasks like online research/identification)

11* There are no agreed definitions on what constitutes a hunt puzzle, but these characteristics are based on the common traits that typical Mystery Hunt puzzles share.  



Hunt Puzzle Conventions (General)*

• (GC1) Puzzle titles and any flavourtext usually include clue references to the 
answer, aha or theme; but should not be the only or critical clues to a 
particular solving step

• (GC2) Hints and confirmation points are designed into a puzzle, such as the 
presentation/formatting, and thematic links

• (GC3) Has no extraneous information, in particular potential red herrings (ie. 
plausible solving paths which cannot be quickly/easily dismissed) 

• (GC3’) Collorary -  Key information provided should all be used during puzzle solving 
process.

• (GC4) Puzzles may sometimes clue and reference thematic extraneous 
content, which is critical for solving the puzzle. If knowledge of such content 
is insufficient, research or help from subject matter experts is usually 
required
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* There is no agreed listing of the standard conventions of hunt puzzles, but these are some of the established conventions used in typical Mystery Hunt puzzles.  



Hunt Puzzle Conventions (Clue-related)*

• (CC1) Cryptic clues follow the standard cryptic clue conventions in their structure

• (CC2) Word forms, tenses and plurality of clues are consistent with those of the 
required clue answers  

• (CC3) Clue or clue answers should be in alphabetical order if the given order is 
unimportant (eg. if the clue answers are meant to be reordered)

• (CC3’) Collorary - Given order is important/final if neither clues or clue answers in alphabetical 
order

• (CC4) Words in clue answers do not appear in clues. Words in puzzle answer do not 
appear in clues or clue answers (aka TETCBN - The Error That Cannot Be Named) 

• (CC5) Numbers in parenthesis behind clues indicate the length of required clue 
answers, or sometimes the index used to extract a letter from the clue answer

• (CC6) Blanks or boxes indicate the number of letters and spacing of required clue or 
puzzle answers. Shaded or highlighted positions indicate the extraction, or 
sometimes changed letters 13

* There is no agreed listing of the standard conventions of hunt puzzles, but these are some of the established conventions used in typical Mystery Hunt puzzles.  



Hunt Puzzle Conventions (Extraction)*

• Extraction may give an intermediate word or clue phrase which 
requires further solving

• (EC1) If there are still other unsolved parts of the puzzle, this provides 
clues to solving those subsequent steps

• If this is already the final extraction, the intermediate word or clue 
phrase could be: 

• (EC2) Solved as a clue phrase to give the thematic puzzle answer

• (EC3) Recursively applied with the same solving step used earlier in the puzzle 
to get the puzzle answer 

• (EC4) Submitted to receive a more detailed instruction to perform a task first, 
then submit it to Hunt HQ to receive the puzzle answer 

• (EC5) Answer is a word or short phrase, typically thematic
14
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Parts of a Hunt Puzzle

• Title

• The title is usually thematically related to the puzzle, and depending on the hunt, 
may provide clue references to aid solvers.

• Flavortext

• This provides flavor to the puzzle, and is related to the overall hunt theme and story. 
Flavortext is presented in italics, to indicate to solvers that these are story elements 
and not critical to solving the puzzle. However, additional clues could be included in 
the flavortext to aid solvers.  

• Main Body of Puzzle

• This contains all the parts of the puzzle to be solved, and can take various forms 
detailed in the next section, as long as they have the hunt puzzle characteristics.
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3) Forms of Hunt Puzzles 
(and basic approaches to solve them)



Old-School vs New-School Hunt Puzzles

• Besides the different forms of hunt puzzles, there are two general styles that a 
solver might encounter:

• Old-school hunt puzzles 
• Could be solved without the need for additional assistance (such as web search)
• Include classics such as crosswords and logic puzzles
• Popular with traditional/pen-and-paper puzzle solvers, who enjoy being able to solve 

them with just their inherent abilities
• Early MITMHs, before the Internet expansion, comprise mainly old-school hunt puzzles 

• New-school hunt puzzles
• Generally require substantial additional knowledge to solve
• These include clues, as more constrained/obscure answers could be required for an aha
• Even for MITMH, where there are large teams, with skilled solvers having varied esoteric 

knowledge, puzzles which require niche knowledge could be considered new-school 
• With all the old-school hunt puzzles over the years, new writers may tend towards new-

school puzzles in order to innovate and avoid reusing similar ideas
• For solvers without the knowledge, more web search is required, which could feel menial
• However, it is also fun to learn something new while solving the puzzle 17



Forms of Hunt Puzzles 
(and basic approaches to solve them)

• Puzzles come in a few broad genres, and often combine multiple elements:

○ Language/Word Puzzles

○ Logic Puzzles

○ Identification Puzzles (ISIS)

○ Interactive Puzzles

○ Physical Puzzles

○ Technical Puzzles

○ Mini-Runarounds

○ Scavenger Hunt

○ Events

○ Metapuzzle
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Language/Word Puzzles

• Examples:
○ (Cryptic) Crossword 
○ Wordplay
○ Anagrams, common letters, associations
○ Bigrams, Trigrams
○ Cryptograms/Ciphers
○ Homonyms, Synonyms
○ Puns

To solve

• Look for commonalities in the clues or clue answers in the puzzle

• Make use of online anagrammers and other word builder tools

• Helpful resources – www.nutrimatic.org, www.onelook.com, 
www.wordplays.com/crossword-solver, www.the-crossword-solver.com

19

http://www.nutrimatic.org/
http://www.one-look.com/
https://www.wordplays.com/crossword-solver/
https://www.wordplays.com/crossword-solver/
https://www.wordplays.com/crossword-solver/
http://www.the-crossword-solver.com/
http://www.the-crossword-solver.com/
http://www.the-crossword-solver.com/
http://www.the-crossword-solver.com/
http://www.the-crossword-solver.com/


Logic Puzzles

• Examples:
○ Nikoli Puzzles (eg. Sudoku, Kakuro, Masyu) 
○ Paint by Numbers/Nonograms
○ Einstein logic statement constraint problems
○ Recreate game history or states
○ Black boxes

• Solvers are typically expected to be able to identify logic puzzle types from 
their grids or clued references, and look up the rules themselves

• As there are automated solvers online, logic puzzles used typically include 
some variant rules

To solve 

• Use deduction and inference based on the puzzle rules to solve
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Identification Puzzles (ISIS)

• Clues could be presented as images, audio, video, text

• ISIS stands for the typical solving steps of such puzzles: 

○ Identify
○ Sort
○ Index
○ Solve

• Clue answers usually have a commonality, which will allow for the unambiguous 
identification of some of the broader clues

To solve

• Start by identifying easier and more tightly constraint clues to figure out the 
commonality aha first. Possible answers for broader clues could be listed down first, 
before narrowing down after the commonality is clear.

• To identify images more specifically, use an online reverse image search. To identify 
songs from an audio clip, use Shazam.  
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Interactive Puzzles

• Examples:
○ Text Adventure
○ Simulations
○ Sokoban
○ Black box – submit inputs to receive outputs   
○ Multi-player game on Twitch or other online platform
○ Submission task for a puzzle

• More common in hunts with larger organizing teams and have stronger 
coding expertise. 

To solve

• Play through the required interactions and note down all details observed, 
as these are usually used for the solving or extraction steps. Helps to have 
at least two solvers working concurrently, to double-check the 
observations and confirm if the outputs are always consistent.  
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Physical Puzzles

• Examples:
○  Origami, Katakami
○  Jigsaw/edge-matching puzzle
○  Forming 3D models
○  Knitting, Crochet
○  Use given objects

To solve

• Instructions are not clearly given, so you have to figure out the rules 
to follow, eg. match numbered sides
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Technical Puzzles

• Examples:
○ Coding/programming
○ Music/sound file analysis or manipulation
○ Image analysis or manipulation

• Puzzles which require more technical skills to solve may appear in hunts 
where team sizes are relatively large or hunt durations are long

To solve

• Make use of specialized programmes, eg.

• Coding/programming – Matlab, C, Java

• Music/sound – Audacity

• Image – Exif viewer, Photoshop/Gimp 
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Mini-Runarounds

• Unique to onsite MITMH

To solve

• Solvers need to physically go around the hunt location to gather clues 
or answers.
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Scavenger Hunt

• Unique to onsite MITMH

• The only hunt puzzle exception that has given instructions, no aha and usually no 
substantive solving step (but it is a tradition and crowd-favorite)

To solve

• Teams need to gather items or perform tasks from a given list, with the required number 
relative to the team size. 

• Item or task criteria are often tricky, invoking fun during the process, and usually need 
for creativity by the team to “solve” these requirements.

• Teams are usually required to showcase their items or tasks to Hunt HQ in-person or over 
a video call, for judging against the given criteria. Teams can creatively present their 
submissions and try to convince Hunt HQ on why they meet the requirements.

• Typically upon successful completion as judged by Hunt HQ, the team will receive either 
a hint token or the answer to the event (if it is also a round puzzle)
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Events

• Unique to onsite MITMH

To solve

• Event schedule is usually published at the start of Hunt

• Each team sends 1-3 representatives at the designated time to a location 
(or possibly Discord server if online) to partipate in each event

• Usually an interactive game involving cooperation or competition between 
teams, with some minor solving elements

• Typically upon successful completion of the event, the team will receive 
either a hint token or the answer to the event (if it is also a round puzzle)
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Metapuzzles

• A metapuzzle (“meta” for short) is a puzzle that uses the “feeder” answers from the 
other puzzles in the same round

○ Depending on the hunt structure, there might be meta-metas that use metapuzzle answers, 
puzzle answers that need to be matched up to its correct meta, or even puzzle answers that 
feed into more than one meta

• Metas are typically unlocked after a certain number of its feeder puzzles have been 
solved. 

• Meta answers are generally pun phrases that help advance or conclude the overall 
plot/theme of the puzzle hunt

• Metas are usually progress chokepoints/milestones in a hunt structure. In a sequential 
structure, after a meta is solved, the next round of puzzles will be unlocked for the team. 

To solve

• Usually 65-80% of the feeder answers would suffice to solve the meta. So it is helpful to 
try working on the meta once it is unlocked
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Types of Metapuzzles

• Pure metas

• No additional puzzle information provided, except flavortext, which may 
contain helpful clues to aid solvers 

• Only require the feeder answers from the round puzzles (and perhaps some 
auxiliary information, like their ordering or titles) to solve

• Typically uses thematic wordplay, and/or the meaning of the answers

• Shell metas

• Additional puzzle information provided (eg. clues, or grid), which have to be 
used along with the feeder puzzle answers
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