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Gaming Group Grind

I’m always amazed by the way some games last years when no one in the game is having
any fun.  There is something mystical about having a regular game that is comforting and
the hassles of finding and integrating into a new gaming group is a daunting task.  It is
very similar to couples that date one another simply because it is familiar and the
alternative is too scary.  I can personally say that I’ve been guilty of staying with a
gaming group too long.

The alternative is not scary.  Just like you need to dump a relationship that is not working
out for you so that you can find true happiness, one must dump the old gaming group if
things are not what they used to be.

The Gamemaster is NOT always right
One of the trusty sayings about the rights of gamemasters, “the gamemaster is always
right” has been perverted to the extreme.  Instead of a rule that is supposed to expedite
the game, keep things moving, and/or settle disputes among players, power-hungry
individuals wanting to exert control over his fellows often use this rule.  Poor treatment
of others cannot be excused by a simple rule.

A gamemaster must be Fair, Equal, and Even.

• Fair – Hand out rewards and penalties in moderate amounts.  Rewards and
penalties that are too large or too little will result in an unbalanced party with
some players jumping ahead at points, or gain the resentment of a player for
getting too little.

• Equal – Rewards and penalties should be set to a schedule and all rewards and
penalties should be recorded by the gamemaster for future reference.  This will
insure that the same rewards and/or penalties will be handed out for the same
actions.

• Even – This might be the most important and difficult for gamemasters.  A
gamemaster must make it very clear when the rules are being enforced and exact
the rewards and penalties immediately for the prescribed behaviors.  Letting
something slide one time and not the next is not fair or equal treatment for the
players.

Gamemasters not following these three simple rules should be on notice.  You’re about to
lose your group.
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Horses, Men, then Officers
One of the old cavalry stories from the old west was how a cavalry unit would break for
camp.  The first thing that you did was to tend to the horses.  No horses, no cavalry.  The
next thing that happened was to tend to the men.  No men, no cavalry.  The last thing you
did was to tend to the officers.  In spite of their positions, you could lose all your officers
and you’d still have a cavalry.

The same thing goes for gaming groups.  Players are the most important part of the
equation.  I cannot tell you how many times I would have loved to run a game but lacked
sufficient players for [insert obscure game title here].  In spite of their position,
gamemasters are not as important as everyone grants them to be.

Gamemasters are wise to deal with this fact and know what is going on with their players.
Are the players happy?  Do they like the campaign?  What could you do to make it more
fun for the players?  Ask questions.  Listen to the answers and take them to make your
game stronger.  When you get the answers, don’t be defensive.  Be clinical and take
notes.

Gamemasters not asking these questions will have no idea if their players will be coming
back for the next session.

Personal Enlightenment
Some gamemasters view their position as adversarial to the players.  Many players, in
turn, view the gamemaster as their adversary.  A game night should never end with one
side of the gamemaster’s screen feeling like they’ve lost the match.

Gamemasters need to understand that their role is a personal challenge, struggled with
within.  The goal is not to create a body count of player characters, but to create the
fullest and richest imaginary world you can devise.  Like a chess player, you must
anticipate and map out the actions of the players with branches upon branches of events.
When this fails, you are challenged to expand upon your world on-the-fly, keeping ahead
of the players as they interact with your creations.

The gamemaster’s ultimate reward is seeing the characters grow and be challenged, with
the players coming back session after session.

After running through a scenario, if your gamemaster says, “Darn, I should have had
you,” versus, “Well done, I didn’t think of that,” be wary.
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Know when to hold ‘em, know when to fold ‘em
Players need to recognize the signs of good and bad gamemasters.  They must make their
minds up whether a game is worth their time and/or their frustration or to move on.  If the
game is worth sticking to, having a quiet personal talk with your gamemaster with your
concerns should be in order.  The gamemaster’s response should let you know if you’re
wasting your time or not.

When it is time to leave, try to leave quietly, with your contact information available to
the other players.  They’ll want to know why you stopped coming to games.

Try this:
“I was no longer having fun with the game.  I discussed my concerns with the
gamemaster and felt it was time to leave.”

One should feel free to share this article with your fellow players.  Who knows, you
might be able to find a new gamemaster and move all your players to a new game.

Looking for love in all the wrong places
Joining a new gaming group is very hard.  The best thing to do is be flexible.  There is no
right way to role-play.  Some groups might be really intense about the in-character
portrayals with character voices and costumes.  Some groups may be very relaxed.

The next part is to know what type of player you are yourself.  Are you a rules-lawyer?
Do you have “all the books” or just a basic player?  Are you a social gamer or one that is
there just for the game?

The only way to know if a group is for you is to make contact and sit in on a session or
two.  Never build a character right away and jump in or you might be entering into
another group you’re not going to have fun with.

1. How is the world run by the gamemaster?  Does he run in a published campaign
setting?  Does he run published adventures?  Is it a home-brew setting?  What
books is he using to support his campaign?

2. Is the game too heavy in role-playing or tactical combat for your tastes?  Can you
take seriously the “hard-core” players in the group?

3. Are the group members personable?  Would you go to the movies with the group?
Would you share a pizza?  Would you invite them to your house?

4. Can you work with the gamemaster’s style?

Ask questions and make sure the group is interviewing you as well as you interview the
group and gamemaster.  A group not discriminating can pull in new members later on
that you may disapprove of.

You’re planning on spending hours upon hours with these people.  Don’t be afraid to
walk away.  There are many game groups out there.
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If you build it, they will come
If you simply cannot find a gaming group to join, you should seriously consider forming
a group on your own.  In many cases, there are a pool of gamers and gamemasters in your
area also looking for a group.

In most cases, the Internet will be your best starting point.  Many online sources list local
groups and/or players by location.  Start an online community/club/group to organize and
advertise your group.

Post a flyer at your local game shop.  It is in their best interest to keep gamers gaming, so
they should not have a problem with that.

Once you have a selection of gaming group candidates, everyone should meet somewhere
neutral and have drinks, dinner, or have some non-gaming event to have everyone in one
room to make sure there are not any clashing personalities.

Again, you’re going to be spending a great deal of time with these people.  Select one or
two candidates to join your group and then get them involved in assisting you to build the
group.  You will have a great group in no time as the work in building the group
compounds with new members.

Gaming is supposed to be an enjoyable experience.  If it isn’t, it is time for some changes.


