Notes on how to develop your character (taken off some board somewhere; if anyone knows where I’m happy to put in a link).

Logan’s preface!  
This stuff is all optional, found for those who think their characters are too ‘two dimensional’.  If you are looking at this thinking ‘Wow, that is too much stuff to read’ you are probably not the one this was gotten for.  Having your character fight with a less effective weapon is NOT the way to be unique – the ideas below are.
This stuff should be brought in gradually.  If yuou try to bring it all in at once, or do a ‘describe your character’ of more than a couple sentences, you will bore the crap out of everyone.   It takes a certain type of player to give a crap what you are wearing, how many buttons it has and where it was made and brother, we don’t have any of those type of players.  If asked to describe your character and it takes you more than 30 seconds, you are WRONG.  Period.  I don’t care how interesting you think it is.  Instead of bringing it up all at once, I’d slip in small descriptive adjectives as I go.  Instead of  “I draw my pistol”, try “I draw my ivory handled shiny chrome pistol”.  Paints a bit of a scene while telling us about the characters style.

If you try to submit a lengthy text to the GM it will go unread.  Best to go a bit at a time.  When the GM wants more detail on a certain aspect of your character, it would be wise to get it to him quickly.  The GM may have an idea of how to fit an aspect of your characters background into the campaign.  If you wait a couple of days before getting that to the GM, the window of opportunity might have already passed.  
I don’t take credit for any of MoonHunter’s stuff, but I am editing the heck out of it.

-Logan

MoonHunter Sayeth And it is long

A good way to start is with an inspiration point. It could be a song, a picture, a story, a neat power or skill, a character in a story/ movie/ TV show, character seeds from a supplement, the attribute set, a personality trait, or whatever. From there the player adds elements/ ideas to the concept to help expand upon the inspiration point. 

Get some religion: Is your character's religion nothing more than an entry on the character sheet? The character's religion determines what it thinks is right or wrong, what behavior is appropriate, and how it will respond in certain situations. Even if your character is not a "true believer", years of going to temple/ church, hanging around people with the same beliefs, and possibly being educated in the faith, will have a lasting impact upon the character. 

Who is the character? [The initial handle on the character.] 

What is the character like physically, mentally, emotionally, and socially? [Useful for determining describing traits and explaining attributes] 

Where and how did the character learn things they do well? 

Where is the character from and how did the character get to where it is now? [A sense of the character's history and possible secondaries] 

Who has been important along the way? [Parents, Family, Friends, Enemies, and other people for your character to know in the game world] 

What does the character want, need, desire hope, fear, and despise? [This helps generate motivations for the character] 

Why is the character doing what it is doing now? Why is the character doing it with the rest of the troupe? [This two part question helps the GM get and keep the character into the game, so you do not have to sit out on the sidelines.] 

What "hooks" [Subplots, interesting story ideas, reoccurring themes] does the character have? [The more you give the GM to work with, the things that interest you and your character will occur in the game.]  >>>Logan note:  Hooks are NOT a list of items you want your character to get. 

Chinese portrait: The Chinese portrait is a wonderful tool for defining a character [or person, or object]. The character is defined by what it would be, if it was something else. The process goes: If I was an X, I would be Y. The number of questions is infinite. Some basic ones are: If I was an animal, I would be ... / If I was a book, I would be ... / If I was an element or force of nature I would be ... / If I was a famous person, I would be ... / If I was a color, I would be ... / If I was a thing from myth, I would be ... / If I was a game, I would be .... / If I was a piece of art, I would be .. 

Is your character your friend? Most people can answer personal questions like favorite food, favorite story, first kiss, about their really good friends. Can you do that for your character? The little details add up and make the character more real in your mind. 

Add a description (one word or a phrase) to every attribute. It should reflect the character's most notable/ important aspect in that attribute, something that someone who knows them would use to describe them. 

To give everyone an immediate understanding of whom your character is and what they are like, use actors/ characters from TV and Movies as an example. Your character is Zaria WestWind, as played by Angela Joline. Your character is Archeus, as a played by a young Rodney McDowell.   Logan note:  Welcome to the age of the internet.  Going and pulling pictures off of there to show the other players and GM can be a valuable thing.  Creating a character scrap book is a nice memento that you will have years from now.  It would be nice to be able to pull that out when regaling others with stories of your character.  Much more interesting for them to take a look at. 

 A character’s goal may range from revenge to domination to leading a normal life, but players don’t always define those goals well enough to pursue them. If you have goals (well defined hopefully) inform the GM. That way the GM can make sure that your goals are part of the campaign's story line. Quite a lot of players react; they wait for a situation to present itself or an adversary to act against them. If you are that kind of player, you can hope the GM provides you with these situations. The alternative is to be pro-active and take the initiative. If your character works towards its goal, it will be a much greater reward when you reach it.  Logan note:  Again, no lists of gear.  A hook is much different than a piece of gear.  Example:  Saying “I want the Holy Grail” will do nothing for you.  Saying “My character has been questing for the Holy Grail but suspects it is held in the castle of X, a filthy Frenchman inexplicably squatting in England (and so forth, see Monty Python) is better.  The GM may say “No” or may let you be deluded into thinking that the French have somehow gotten the grail.

Set up their routines, where they stay, what they eat, who they see. This establishes the character's baseline, what they do when they are not adventuring. It develops the character into a real person. Inform the GM of your "daily routine", including what NPCs you will interact with.  Logan note:  Have this ready in case the GM asks for it.  They may slip something interesting into your routine, etc.


- Voice Tip: Learn the Jargon: Every profession has its own terms. Learn a little about those of the profession, and seed your character's conversation with such jargon. This adds depth and color to the character, as well as giving you new ways to express ideas precisely. Jot down phrases using the jargon, and the words of the jargon itself on a cue card (see cue card tip).  If more than one character understands the jargon, you can talk about things in public and make hidden suggestions.   Logan note:  This goes for slang of the era you are in as well as medical terms if you are playing a doctor, archaeology terms for that profession, etc.  I’m not talking about a whole lot of stuff here – maybe 10 terms written down and used sparingly can add to the character.

Superstitions. What superstitions does the character know? What do your characters think about them? 

Starting toys: There are always some interesting items characters start with. There are seven ways to obtain a given toy: 1. Earn It, 2. Save money to get It, 3. Steal It, 4. Inherit It, 5. Find It, 6. A Gift, 7. Win It. The GM should require players to determine how they picked up any interesting items in their possession, no matter how mundane. 

All characters have likes, dislikes, behaviors, habits, attitudes, desires and quirks. Well-developed characters fire the imagination and are remembered by players. 

By the numbers: Want to create a better character? All you need is a rather simple formula: goal, motivation and conflict. What does the character want? Why does that character want that? What is stopping the character from getting it? Answering these questions sets you on the path to creating a believable character.

Nobody sits down to a roleplaying game and builds an efficient character the first time. It takes time and experience to absorb the strategy of character construction and building all the intricacies of dramatic interest into characters can sometimes be overlooked. Understanding the concept of the game, absorbing volumes of rules, and getting used to the gaming atmosphere overwhelms new players can sometimes cause important details to be missed. While having an experienced player or the GM can help, time and experience are the best teacher. 

Tune-ups. As play progresses, a character develops and occasionally gaps occur in what the character originally was and has become in play. 

Feel free to role-play yourself, sort of. Many of my most successful characters are like me in some ways. To create a character that is easier to play, pick some attributes of yours, exaggerate them, alter them a bit to fit the setting and go. 

Points and Powers do not determine effectiveness. Effectiveness is determined by how you play and how you work with the rest of the characters.   Logan’s comment:  This is very, very true.  

No background is ever finished. The second you stop defining your character's past is the second your character stops growing and becoming more 3 dimensional. 

Family should be a large portion of your background. Make the personality of each family member (and extended family member) as real to you as your characters.   Logan note:  It is often a really good idea to have ‘unassigned’ family members, especially in Cthulhu where someone is always dying to be a hook.  (Uncle dies and leaves you a haunted house, etc).


Everyone is surrounded by supporting characters: neighbors, co-workers, favorite waitresses, your mechanic, etc. Build up this cast of characters around your character. This will give the GM ways to interact with your character and generates plot hooks. 

Family makes us what we are. They are one of the strongest factors, if not the strongest, in our own personal development. So WHY do so many gamers choose to play orphans and only children? [Logan:  Insecurity with their own family or knowledge that the GM will use their family against them strike me as the leading two reasons.  While only expensive counseling with trained professionals might get rid of the first reason, the second reason is easily defined as “Either have it get personal with your family OR have a more bland existence.”]  Making your character an orphan, an only child, or having had their whole family die off has its place, but it is a very small place and not to be beaten to death. 

. 


What is your character's notable feature? It does not need to be an extreme feature like Cyrano's nose, Quasimodo's hump, or a massive dueling scar. It can be a large chin or funny shaped ears. This feature is just something you might include in an occasional character description. 

Roleplaying, like acting, is about showing not telling. 

Determine your character's body language. These unspoken actions can tell volumes about any fictional character, including your character. If you don't act them out, in a gamer way, make sure to include such actions in your action descriptions. 

The troupe should develop characters together. In addition to developing a well rounded group, you can determine how you know each other and what your opinions of each other. This takes some pressure off of the GM trying to force everyone into working together. 

When creating a dramatic character, I do my best to introduce serious (or at least challenging) flaws, based on the assumption that the interest in the character does not lie in how brilliantly a character succeeds at doing some heroic action; rather it's how he manages to succeed despite his shortcomings. (The character still should be functional, just not maximized towards perfect efficiency.) Sometimes these flaws are statistical (average or low stat on a primary attribute) other times they are personality elements. 

Bad things happen: It's easy to make a persecuted hero or heroine, or an evil bigoted villain. It is hard to make them more than one dimensional. Discrimination, persecution, and crusades to destroy the different seldom have simple answers or motivations to explain how and why in the real world, so why should they have them in a game? People pick up their biases, bigotries, and hatreds for reasons (cultural, due to personal experiences, etc). A person does not wake up in the morning and say "I think I'll hate this particular religion" nor does a person say to themselves "I need to be more evil, time to pick a race to hate." They have a reason, that to them, justifies their actions. Things happen for the reason. No one thinks of themselves as Evil, just so you can have an epic battle between Good and Evil. 


There are no physical actions divorced from some desire, some effort in some direction, some objective…. everything that happens in the game has a definitive purpose. Gamers need to understand this point. Know the motives of the characters involved, and presenting them in game becomes simple. 

Every character should have shtick, a skill area, ability, or signature move or phrase that helps them stand out from the other characters. In a martial arts game, every character should have their own fighting style. In a game of courtly intrigue, everyone should have a different turn of phrase or unique approach. When developing a character, work with the GM and the other players to make sure that your character has its own unique element and still fits in with the other characters. 

A character best defined by quality not quantity. It is a mistake to think that your character will come to life if you pump multitudes of details into them. True characterization can be hidden in those details. Most of the time, less is more if the details you do use open a window into the character's interior. 

A character is made up of conflict. This is probably said in every writing class. A character is defined by how it faces and overcomes conflicts in the path ahead. The player and the GM should build in other conflicts as well. There must be a personal stake and turmoil for the character. So when the character resolves the crisis of the scenario, it also is expressing and resolving something about itself as well. In doing so, he is revealing himself. That shows the character has "character". 

Length does not determine how good a background is, it is dramatic and pertinent content that does. 

What a GM is looking for in a character background is the history and motivations of the character. Annoying minutiae or useless facts like your character hates all cheeses except American cheese is just useless padding in the character background, unless it is fully explain by the childhood trauma that also motivated the character to become a (super) hero or is integral to some important part of the character's history.   Who does your character love, who does he hate? What unresolved conflicts are there in his past? These could be anything, from the enmity of the Evil bad gal to an unresolved disagreement with the character's brother. These conflicts are the things that can be woven together to make an interesting story, and one in which your character is an integral part.  [Logan note:  Excellent point here – if you’ve resolved everything in your history, it is mostly useless to the GM.]

A useful element is a simple summary of the core character concept. Something that tells the GM exactly what your character is about. "Suicidal Cop", "Daredevil Soldier", "Moody Biker", or what ever is applicable. By distilling the character to a single sentence or key phrase, you become aware of the core traits you'll want to roleplay. 

One idea for quickly creating a character's personality is "The Five Elements"- a menu list of what is needed. The first is the key aspect of personality. Is your character loyal, sensible or scheming, etc.? Beware of fleshing out this too much, as this will stunt the characters natural development during play. The second is a secret. This is something the character would not want anyone to know. It needn't be a secret of global dimensions, but it must be important to the character. The third element is two quirks or little oddities particular to your character. They can have some bearing on the game, such as 'She is a heavy sleeper', but their main function is to give you a character with something different to everybody else. The fifth and final element is a flaw, something you would prefer your character didn't have. An example could be heavy debt or drug addiction.


Every group of adventurers needs something to hold it together. These could be things like family/ ethnic ties, similarities in class, a common enemy, faith, ideal, or employer. These bonds should be strong enough to keep the characters together after their first scenario is completed. The group of players should choose one or more bonds to connect their characters to the group. Having a bond to hold the group of characters together can also help the GM pick adventures and adapt them to fit the goals of all the characters in the group, so no one feels left out. 

 Another way to explore your characters can be to visualize them in the midst of their everyday activities. How do they wash their clothes? What route do they take to work? How do they act at a party? How do they respond to their boss or those that work for them? What kind of expression is on their face? Do they smile often, or rarely? Picture the character five or ten years ago, and five or ten years in the future. Where will they be, and how will the circumstances of this campaign effect that? 

Lack of internal conflict limits a character’s dimension. Single minded individuals are only common in bad fiction, not in life. Everyone has inner demons of some kind. 
To make good characters you need to understand the principles that make us what we are. Your goal isn’t to imitate life. It is to refine it. To improve on it. A character is a distillation of human traits. A character in a story is a work of art. They are clearer than a real human being. Therefore, you can understand characters better than real people. This makes them superior to use for the purposes of fiction and gaming. 

There's two basic methods of character development and they are extremes of each other: DaS (develop at start) and DiP (develop in play). The extreme of DaS would be to make up everything about a character before ever playing that character; the extreme of DiP would be to start playing without even having a basic idea about the character, and just make it all up as you go along. While there are those who champion the extreme position, most games and players favor a mixture of the two. This way you have a strong foundation (DaS) to build upon as the game progresses (DiP). At minimum, start with some pretty strong ideas about the character, and leave the minor details to be filled in later. 

Every character should have one: a kicker. Basically, a kicker is the thing that kicks your character out of his/her normal, everyday life, and into something adventurous. It frequently is included as a part of conception, but often is played out. It is the motivation for the character to be part of the adventure and continue on. 

 
Perhaps the biggest golden rule of character design is: don't be annoying. As you build your character, don't inflict traits, attributes, or skills that are going to bog down the game and make others unhappy. Spend sometime considering who you are gaming with and what sort of adventure is going to concur. For instance, if you know that the game is going to be set on a deep space asteroid mine, don't build a character who is heavily claustrophobic and allergic to filtered air. You have a character that can't be in the game. Rather than sit the campaign out, try building a character that fits the game.   Logan’s note:  We reserve the right to ‘two to the head’ any characters that don’t fit in with the group.

Surprises: When a player creates a character the GM should put things in the PC's background that the player doesn't know about that will bear fruit later in the game. Why? Because a few surprises (and they don't always have to be bad ones) add an element of mystery to a character. This means the players retain an interest in their characters.  Logan’s note:  This may or may not get used, time permitting.  Also, much depends on how interesting the character’s history is *to the GM*.

Protect each characters' shtick: Each character should have a shtick, something that it does that no other character does. This could be a weapon choice, a skill choice, or some strong emphasis. This makes the character unique in the game and more interesting to play. When developing a character, try to respect the other character's shticks. 

Keys to unlocking the depth of your character are five simple statements. The exercise is to answer the following questions, first in character, as the character, and then as a player looking at the character. 1) I am mainly interested in… 2) I believe most in… 3) I most value… 4) For a good life, I feel I need… 5) I can do the following well… 

 - Players not to be: Center of the Universe players are just that, they want to be the center of attention at all times. They tend to cause conflict, or at least annoyance, among the other players. This type of player is usually overly dramatic, and will interrupt or do things contrary to the goals of the party in order to bring attention back to themselves. When outright actions don't keep the focus on their character, the result is often pouting OOCly, or in written text comments about being left out. 

 And all the Characters are players: Short, Dark, and Neurotic: When creating a dramatic character, I do my best to introduce serious (or at least challenging) flaws, based on the assumption that the interest in the character does not lie in how brilliantly a character succeeds at doing some heroic action; rather it's how he manages to succeed despite his shortcomings. (The character still should be functional, just not maximized towards perfect efficiency.) Sometimes these flaws are statistical (average or low stat on a primary attribute) other times they are personality elements. The idea is to force the character to have to behave outside of his class sometimes. This opens up opportunities to have to roleplay a solution to a problem, rather than depending on a die roll. This is sometimes known as the Anime Hero formula. 

 What is in a name? One of the most important things involved in character creation is choosing your character's name. Your character's name will be a reflection of persona and identity. A well-chosen name will be a source of pride, motivation, and visualization for long nights of gaming with this character.  A character's name is important. The general sound and rhythm of the name is very important. People will be saying over and over again. Can they pronounce it and will they want to? Because you are subjecting others to saying the name over and over, this is an important consideration. No one is going to want to say the name "F'keshkanoli" that often, and chances are great your character may suffer from some unfair prejudice and probably be hitched with a nickname they don't want.  Uniqueness: A character's name is very important. You will need to find the perfect balance between finding a name that is unique and special but doesn't seem too off the wall. While many seek the strangest name possible, sometimes it can be your downfall (see tip Sound in the series). Determine your needs for the character, as there are benefits and pitfalls to both common and unique names.  Choose a name that is appropriate for your origins, time period, and genre. Anything else sounds quite silly. Imagine a street punk in a cyberpunk game going by GreenRiver or a fantasy elf going by Fred. It makes the gaming experience more fun in the long run because it allows you to "get into" your persona better.  Try not to name yourself after an actual historical personage, a legendary personage, a literary character, or copyrighted character (unless specifically playing that person in a specific RPG ). It cheapens your character as it sound like you are trying to make yourself important by using an important name.


"Any one can save the world if they are playing a superman. Do it with a blind, deaf, mute, paraplegic and I will be impressed." Some people just need power. They do not need finesse or skill. They just power their way through the scenario. People who can run an underpowered character and still succeed against the odds are better players. 

Scour newspapers, magazines and even the Internet to find a picture of someone that fits the character you are creating. Tacking an image and brief bio on the front of a character binder (or back of character sheet) can give you a wonderful visual image to work from. 

Another idea to help round out a character is to pick a philosophical "ism" and flavor the character with it. He could subscribe to anarchism, nihilism, socialism, or capitalism for that matter. 

What does it take to create good characters? The basic plus a rather simple formula: goal, motivation and conflict. What does the character want? Why does that character want that? What is stopping the character from getting it? Answering these questions sets you on the path to creating a believable character. This GMC formula can be used over and over, developing more depth to the characters. 

 If the terms, two-dimensional, single purpose, cliché, or boring can be applied to your character, it is time to make a new character. 

A good character concept has a world in which it can act and react. If the referee isn't interested in the character or the character is not perfect for the campaign, it doesn't matter how brilliant the concept it is - file it away and save it for a different campaign. 

Tough is fine; unstoppable is boring - eventually. 

A good character is NOT about statistics recorded on a character sheet. Game stats don't exist in the Game World - if another character asked yours, "What level are you?" the ONLY correct response is, "What's a level?" Real people don't speak in those terms, and neither should characters. 

A good PLAYER is more concerned with telling a gripping story, and playing the role of a certain character in that story. This means dialogue, making important decisions, developing relationships such as friendship, love and hatred with other characters. This does NOT mean rampantly slaying every monster in the world, simply because they're monsters, or even because that's what your DM throws at you.

