Hunt Puzzle Writing Guide

This is not a definitive or comprehensive guide on hunt puzzle writing, but is intended to help provide an introduction to responsible hunt puzzle writing for enthusiasts.
Kah Kien Ong — last updated Dec 2025. Check here too for a Puzzle Hunt Guide and Hunt Puzzle Solving Guide



http://www.sgpuzzlehunt.com/PuzzleHuntGuide.pdf
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1) 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

* Hunt puzzle characteristics are the unique traits that distinguishes them
from other types of puzzles
O 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)
O Important for hunt puzzles to follow these established conventions/rules where

applicable, as like the characteristics, they can be used by solvers as critical aids
during solving

O 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



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

e (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”

e (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.

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

* 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)

e (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

* 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)*

e (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

e (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

e (CC4) Words in clue answers do not appear in clues. Words in puzzle answer do
not appear in clues or clue answers (aka TTCBN - 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 7

* 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)*

e 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:
e (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

e (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

* 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.



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



Forms of Hunt Puzzles

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

o Language/Word Puzzles

o Logic Puzzles

o |dentification Puzzles (ISIS)
o Interactive Puzzles

o Physical Puzzles

o Technical Puzzles

o Mini-Runarounds

O Scavenger Hunt

O Events

o Metapuzzle

* Refer to the separate Puzzle Hunt Guide for details on these various forms on hunt puzzles

10



Parts of a Hunt Puzzle

e Title

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

e 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.

11



2) Before Writing a Hunt Puzzle



Why Write Hunt Puzzles?

* Because it is fun and challenging!

* Helps you to get better at solving hunt puzzles!

* Forces you to solve more hunt puzzles to get more experience and ideas
* More practice with solving
* More exposure to different puzzle types and techniques

* Helps you to think like the puzzle writer during solving
* Pay more attention to the conventions used in hunt puzzles to look out for

* Understand typical writing constraints and considerations

* Gain insights on why a puzzle you are solving had been provided/presented in a particular
way, which helps in figuring out the solving path

* However, puzzle writing is also a big responsibility.

13



The Unspoken Hunt Contract

* The “Hunt Contract” has been passed down between past MIT Mystery Hunt
(MITMH) writing teams, and is important to highlight as there are now many
other online hunts, and often writers may be unfamiliar with this.

* The hunt contract refers to an unspoken gentlemen’s agreement that exists
between all hunt/hunt puzzle writers and the solvers, and which the writers
need to remind themselves to abide by during the construction process.

* The hunt contract in essence™* says that:

* Solvers will be spending a lot of time and effort attempting the hunt puzzles written.
Therefore, writers are obligated to be responsible, and put in the required time and
effort when writing their puzzles, to ensure on their part that their puzzles are clean and
fun for the solvers.

* Eg. Puzzles must have undergone sufficient editing, fact-checking and test-solving to avoid errors
and ensure that puzzles adhere to conventions, and are solvable and fun.

14
* There are no written records of the Hunt Contract details (and its origins are unclear too), but these are a summary of the key points based on my personal understanding.



Some Common Hunt Puzzle Writing Fallacies

* | know this topic very well and want to write this interesting puzzle all about it

* What is fun to a writer, might not be fun for solvers (eSﬁeciaIIy if it requires indepth knowledge or extensive
research on a niche topic, such as a Earticular game). This extends broadly to puzzle ideas, such as the solving
path for the puzzle. Eg. A writer might enjoy the process of writing 30 logic mini-puzzles for a puzzle, but
solvers might not like solving so many.

| just solved this puzzle | really liked, | can write another just like that too

* Solving one puzzle is usually insufficient to understand its writing requirements and constraints, especially
when other variables like theme and clue answers change. Go ahead and solve more puzzles first.

* Putting out puzzles in a hunt is the best way to get feedback from solvers on my puzzle writing

* Solvers are not your guinea pigs. Writing feedback should be sotht from experienced editors and test-solvers
instead, and you should ensure the puzzles that solvers get are already clean and fun for them (see slide 14 on
hunt contract). To practice writing, you could also ideally do so on a smaller scale in a ‘safer’ setting first, like
writing standalone hunt puzzles for friends instead.

* Solver feedback also usually positive, because the hunt puzzle community is small and generally friendly, and
may tend to avoid giving any feedback if they are negative. So solver feedback will be skewed. A solver’s
experience is also often corelated with just whether he/she managed to solve the puzzle, and how much
he/she liked the puzzle theme, rather than the how good or elegent the puzzle is.

* | spent much time writin% the puzzle, and am not getting paid, while solvers are solving for free.
So solvers should not really complain if a hunt/puzzle is bad

e See slide 14 on hunt contract 15



What Should | Do First If | Plan to Write a Hunt Puzzle?

 Solve lots of good hunt puzzles (eg. from MITMH) first

* Don’t jump into puzzle writing after just solving a couple of hunts, without a good understanding
of hunt puzzles

* Become familiar with characteristics of hunt puzzles, and the standard conventions used
* Exposure to different forms of hunt puzzles

* Experience in different solving paths and how they make a hunt puzzle fun

* Experience puzzles which are fun, and some which may be less so, and appreciating why

* Get to know others in the puzzle hunt community outside your team
* Writing hunt puzzles require a lot of support — like experienced editors and test-solvers

* Test-solve many puzzles

* Opportunity to spot writing issues in puzzles, and pay attention to avoid them

* Get to see many puzzles in sub-optimal state, and learn to critique puzzles and think of ways to
improve them from solver’s perspective

* Better understand writing constraints, and good methods to overcome them
16



How Else Should | Prepare Myself to Write a Hunt Puzzle?

 Accumulate ideas in your puzzle folder over time

* Think up potential hunt puzzle ideas, and store them into a puzzle folder whenever you have a
viable/good one

* |deal to have a good number of ideas in the puzzle folder before starting to write

* More used to coming up with new/custom hunt puzzle ideas, rather than relying on reusing ideas from existing
hunt puzzles, or ideas on topics you are familiar with (which could be niche)

* Less rushed to use any particular puzzle idea quickly, can save them for use with a suitable puzzle answer instead
* Higher likelihood of having an idea in the folder being suitable for an available puzzle answer

* Find an experienced editor, and a few experienced test-solvers
* |Inexperienced ones may not be so helpful feedback-wise, for a new writer
* |deally those who know you well, and are willing to provide honest feedback

 Start by writing some standalone puzzles for friends first
* To get feedback from editor and test-solvers
» Easier to write — not constrained by puzzle answer, hunt timeline, hunt theme, or puzzle type
* Less at stake in terms of Hunt Contract

e Curb temptation to rush into writing puzzles for a hunt to get more views .



Starting Writing

* |deally look for opportunities to start by writing puzzles for an
established hunt and/or one with a large writing team, eg. MITMH

o Experienced editors and pool of test-solvers to assist and learn from

o Usually has team of tech coders and graphic artists to do post-production

o Avoids need to write metas, which are more advanced writing

o Writing takes a lot of time, be able to commit to timelines if doing so for a hunt

* If there are no available opportunities for the above

o Start small by writing standalone proper hunt puzzles first
o Then progress to writing a small set of hunt puzzles with a common theme

o As you gain more experience, include a meta puzzle that uses the answers from
a set of hunt puzzles 18



3) Steps to Writing a Hunt Puzzle



General Workflow to Writing a Hunt Puzzle
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Key Steps to Writing a Hunt Puzzle

a) Coming up with puzzle theme/idea
b) Writing

c) Editing

d) Fact-checking

e) Test-solving

f) Post-production

21



a) Coming Up with Puzzle Theme/Idea

* If writing for a hunt, look through the available answers:

* Find one that fits (not just in theme, but also answer length) an idea in your puzzle ideas folder. Some
hunts like MITMH also have an overarching theme (better than a random smorgasbord) for each
round of puzzles. Do not try to force-fit an answer just to use an existing idea now. Save the idea for a
more thematic opportunity next time!

* If no existing ideas are suitable, come up with new potential thematic ideas for the available answers,
and pick one that can be developed into a puzzle.

* If writing a standalone puzzle, use one from your puzzle ideas folder (or come up with a
puzzle idea), and come up with a thematic answer.

 When coming up with puzzle ideas, don’t be hung up on your pet topics

* Others may not share the same keen interest in this topic (especially if the topic is niche), and enjoy
solving it as much as you enjoyed writing it.

* Itis easier for a new writer to start with ideas for non-topical puzzles (eg. generic wordplay, logic),
rather than those with the added layer of a referenced topic. Old-school hunt puzzles (see slide 9) are
generally more popular amongst solvers, and easier to solve.

* Itis okay to draw inspiration from and borrow ideas from existing hunt puzzles, but do so

only if you credit the source and also improve on the idea
22



Refining the Puzzle Idea

* Then, flesh out your puzzle idea and solving path (it should have an
aha), and discuss these with the editor to get inputs for revisions.

* Many initial puzzle ideas and drafts might appear good or innovative, but they
never make it to writing or test-solving as they are unworkable in practice. This
is often why you have not seen a puzzle with a similar idea like that before. So
do not get too attached to your puzzle ideas, or try all means to make all of
them into puzzles. Writers will get used to many ideas heading to the ideas
graveyard without seeing the light of day.

* Trust and respect the views of your experienced editor (and the feedback of
experienced test-solvers), even if it means having to change your puzzle idea
quite a bit or drop it. Remember the end goal is to have a hunt puzzle which is
solvable and fun for solvers, not to make your original puzzle idea into a hunt
puzzle.

23



b) Writing

» After approval of the idea and assignment of desired answer, puzzle writing can
commence.

* Ensure hunt puzzle has the standard characteristics (eg. intuitive solving path, aha,
solving step), and adheres to conventions (eg. confirmation points)

* Avoid writing a puzzle which is too complicated, difficult or long

* Puzzles are only fun to a solver if they are solved
* A bad puzzle that was solved will still be enjoyable to most solvers, whereas solvers tend to dislike puzzles
which they cannot solve, even if it is clever and elegant. Always aim to ensure that the puzzle is solvable,
erring on the side of caution.
» Puzzle difficulty is relative to how experienced solvers are with hunt puzzles, so write based on your audience.
* Try to limit to one aha per puzzle, and make sure the aha is intuitive and well-clued

* Shorter puzzles are generally cleaner — they have less variables, potential for solvers to become
stuck and require less fact-checking and test-solving

* Longer puzzles could be more tedious, especially if they involve manual work or repeated steps

. TightIY( constraint puzzles are more elegant, but redundancy is helpful and sometimes necessary
to make the puzzle more easily solvable 24



Setting Clues

* Provide a few easier entry-points in clues for solvers to discover the
aha

* Include a reasonable number of clues which have easy or unambiguous
answers to provide entry-points or confirmation points for the aha

* Balance the number and difficulty of clues used
* Avoid tedium or excessive menial grunt work which is not fun

* Clues should be unambiguous, unless the aha or answer enumeration is
intended to help to disambiguate these

* Fact check and verify your sources

* Wikipedia is not a definitive source

 Clear your search history cache and verify all search results again

25



Setting Answer Extraction

* Avoid making extraction too difficult, as solvers would have already done
the bulk of the work and ideally should not get stuck here

 Extraction step should be intuitive, simple and/or thematic
* Could be a recursive step using the same approach/aha for solving the clues
e Avoid introducing a new aha at the extraction step

* Avoid using a particular method (which is unthematic) just because the formatting
resembles it (eg. Braille, flag semaphore, Morse code)

* Use an ordering for extracted letters, should not require random
anagramming to form the answer

* |f the answer is short, or could be guessed prematurely from extracted
letters, consider using an intermediate clue phrase which is unambiguous

26



c) Editing

* In a proper/rigorous hunt writing process, puzzles are scrubbed by
experienced editors throughout the writing process to:

* First assess if puzzle idea (from concept, clues and extractiory is workable and/or
thematic. Writers often have “good” puzzle ideas which are difficult or infeasible to
execute elegantly, and editors need to recognize these early to adjust or drop them.

* Suggest potential refinements to puzzle in terms of improvements in any area, eg.
concept, wording, clues, or puzzle elegance. Validate suggestions from test-solvers
and ensure useful ones are incorporated.

e Check if draft puzzle is solvable; could act as a preliminary fact-checker or test-solver
to gate-keep as they tend to be in limited supply

* Writers must also exercise due dilligence to fact-check and test-solve their puzzles first

* Ensure writers keep to schedule

* In a hunt, editors play the necessarily autocratic role of being the rational
voice, and deciding when to drop entire puzzles or ideas if they are
unsalvageable or behind time

27



d) Fact-checking

* Fact-checking involves providing the draft puzzle and solution to tester/s to
solve all clues to verify the clue answers are the intended ones derived (eg.
from available and trusted online sources), that enumerations, blanks and
grids are sized correctly, and that there are no red herrings

e Use at least 2 fact-checkers, ideally more as the fact-checking work is
tedious

* The intent of fact-checking is to eliminate clear factual errors in puzzle
drafts which would affect test-solvers. By ensuring that test-solvers receive
clean puzzle drafts, they can tend better simulate how a real solver would
experience the puzzle.

» Test-solvers can then also have the freedom to skip over clues if possible.
This will cut down on the time and effort needed from test-solvers,
allowing them to test-solve more puzzles.

28



e) Test-solving

* Test-solving is not a glamorous or easy task
* Initial drafts may have flow errors or might not be intuitively solvable

* Test-solvers need to have objectivity and put aside whether they solved and enjoyed the puzzle, versus whether
an actual solver could have solved or enjoyed the puzzle

* Use at least 2 teams of test-solvers, ideally more as further test-solving iterations could be required
with fresh test-solvers. If there are limited test-solvers, fact-checking could potentially be combined,
although they would then need to remember to do both steps, eg. solve through all clues.

* To have a better gauge of Euzzle difficulty, test-solvers should ideally have a similar profile as actual
solvers in terms of puzzle hunt experience, knowledge areas, and team size

* Writer and editor should attend test-solves where possible. Draft puzzles often have ambiguities or
issues that need clarifications. If writer is not around to remedy these on the spot, test-solvers
waste time being stuck, and a team of available test-solvers are wasted, as the test-solve conditions
were not ideal. Observing the test-solve also gives a better sensing of issues, and solve time.

* Provide a feedback form that test-solvers can fill in both during and after their solve

* Include questions to elicit specific responses, eF. What was unclear, what were you stuck at, what was not fun.
Otherwise, test-solvers may not give any useful feedback, or leave out important feedback in these areas.

* Give ample time for test-solvers to solve and give feedback, and to revise puzzles to fix any issues for
further test-solving iterations 29



f) Post-Production

* After the writer and editor agree that a puzzle has cleared test-solving, it
can go into post-production

* The puzzle is transferred to the medium which solvers will see, usually as
a webpage. This involves changing to the required format, aligning with
any consistent look and feel for the overall hunt.

* Images are finalized, and text sizes and colors are checked for accessibility

* If the hunt organizing team is large, there would be tech coders and
graphic artists to help writers with the post-production step

* Writer and editor then rechecks the post-production puzzle to ensure no
discrepancies with the test-solved version, such as variations in
formatting, grids, color, placements of images etc.

30



4) Advanced Writing - Metas



Metapuzzles

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

o 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 ’a/pically 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.

* Usually 65-80% of the feeder answers would suffice to solve the meta.

32



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

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

33



Writing Metas

* Come up with a good meta idea and write it first, before coming up with
ideas for the feeder puzzles that fit the required answer and/or thematic

constraints

* Avoid force-fitting an existing puzzle idea as a meta; save your great puzzle idea
for a more thematic meta next time!

* Avoid meta ideas that require odd feeder answers. A good meta should only
require reasonable feeder answers or answer constraints, to make it easier for

the feeder puzzles to be written.

* However, for more elegance, also avoid writing a meta that places too few
constraints on the feeder answers, eg.

e Using only 1 letter (or very few letters) per feeder answer
» Using feeder answers just as a collection of letters (uses given or grid-based

indexing/extraction)
34



The End
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