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In the realm of tabletop role-playing games (RPGs), the freedom to customize and adapt rules is a
hallmark of the genre. Free format RPG rules allow players and game masters (GMs) to explore
narratives without the constraints of rigid guidelines. This flexibility can lead to richer storytelling and
more engaging gameplay experiences. In this article, we will delve into various examples and
techniques of using “sub” (substitutions and variations) in free format RPG rules, exploring how these
elements can enhance your gaming sessions.

Understanding Free Format RPGs

Free format RPGs prioritize creativity and player agency over strict adherence to predefined rules.
They allow participants to shape the narrative collaboratively, creating a unique world and storyline.
Here are some key characteristics:

- Flexibility: Players and GMs can modify rules to fit their preferences.
- Narrative Focus: The storytelling aspect is often more significant than the mechanics.

- Player Agency: Players have a more substantial influence on the game world and their characters'
actions.

The Concept of "Sub" in RPGs

The term "sub" refers to the practice of substituting or altering specific rules or mechanics to enhance
gameplay. This can involve:

- Substituting Mechanics: Changing how certain game mechanics function.
- Rule Variations: Introducing new rules or modifying existing ones.

- Narrative Substitutions: Adapting story elements to better suit the group’s interests.

By implementing these substitutions, groups can create a more personalized and enjoyable gaming
experience.

Examples of Substitutions in RPGs

Here are some practical examples of how substitutions can work in free format RPGs:

1. Combat Mechanics



Combat can often feel repetitive in traditional RPGs. To keep it fresh, consider the following
substitutions:

- Narrative-Driven Combat: Instead of rolling for initiative, players describe their actions, and the GM
determines the order based on the narrative's flow. This approach encourages creativity and
engagement.

- Simple Resolution System: Use a single roll to determine the outcome of an action, combining both
attack and defense. For example, when a player attacks, they roll a die, and if the result exceeds a
target number set by the GM, the attack succeeds, simplifying combat.

- Environmental Effects: Introduce environmental factors that can modify combat outcomes. For
instance, fighting in a rainstorm may impose penalties on ranged attacks, while a high ground
advantage could provide bonuses.

2. Character Creation

Character creation is a vital aspect of any RPG. Here are some substitutions to enhance this process:

- Collaborative Character Development: Instead of strict character classes, allow players to create
characters by picking traits and abilities from a pool. This encourages teamwork and creativity.

- Background Points: Provide players with points to spend on character backgrounds, which can offer
benefits. For instance, a character with a noble background might gain influence in social situations,
while a character with a criminal past might have connections to the underworld.

- Freeform Skills: Instead of predefined skills, allow players to create their own skills based on their
character concepts. This can lead to unique abilities that fit the narrative better.

3. Magic Systems

Magic systems can be complex in many RPGs. Consider these substitutions for a more fluid approach:

- Narrative Spells: Replace traditional spell slots with a narrative system where players describe their
spells and the GM decides the outcome based on context.

- Spell Ingredients: Introduce a system where players need to gather ingredients for spells, adding an
exploration element and making magic feel more tangible and grounded in the world.

- Consequence-Based Magic: Instead of a mana system, implement a consequence for using magic.
For example, casting a powerful spell might drain the caster’s vitality or have unforeseen side effects.

Techniques for Successful Substitution

When implementing substitutions in free format RPGs, consider the following techniques to ensure a
smooth experience:

1. Communication

Open communication among players and the GM is essential. Discuss potential changes before the
game starts and ensure everyone is on the same page. This can be done through:



- Pre-Game Sessions: Hold a session zero to discuss character concepts and rule changes.
- Feedback Loops: After each game, dedicate some time for players to provide feedback on the rules
and mechanics used.

2. Testing and Iteration

Implement substitutions on a trial basis. Here’s how to approach it:

- Pilot Sessions: Run a one-shot or a short campaign with the new rules to see how they work in
practice.

- Iterate Based on Experience: After the pilot, discuss what worked and what didn’t, making
adjustments accordingly.

3. Balance and Fairness

While substitutions can enhance enjoyment, they must also maintain balance. Consider these
aspects:

- Equal Opportunities: Ensure that all players have equal opportunities to use new mechanics,
avoiding favoritism.

- Consistent Outcomes: Maintain consistency in outcomes to avoid confusion. If a rule is changed,
ensure it applies uniformly.

Conclusion

Substitutions and variations in free format RPG rules provide a unique opportunity for players and
GMs to tailor their experiences to their preferences. By understanding the core concepts of free
format RPGs and employing effective techniques for substitution, groups can create engaging
narratives and dynamic gameplay. Whether through innovative combat mechanics, collaborative
character creation, or fluid magic systems, the possibilities are endless. Embrace the freedom of free
format RPGs, and let your imagination guide your adventures. Happy gaming!

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the purpose of using sub in free format RPG rules?

Sub in free format RPG rules allows players to introduce unigue elements and mechanics that
enhance storytelling and gameplay according to their group's preferences.

Can you give an example of a sub technique in free format



RPGs?

An example of a sub technique is the collaborative world-building approach, where players
collectively create the game's setting, influencing the narrative and character backgrounds.

How does character creation differ in free format RPGs
compared to traditional systems?

In free format RPGs, character creation often involves more narrative-driven choices rather than strict
point allocation or class systems, allowing for greater flexibility and creativity.

What are some popular free format RPG systems that utilize
sub techniques?

Popular free format RPG systems include 'Fiasco', '‘Monster of the Week', and 'Belonging Outside
Belonging', each encouraging improvisation and player-driven narratives.

How can sub mechanics enhance player engagement in free
format RPGs?

Sub mechanics can enhance player engagement by allowing players to take active roles in shaping
the story, creating personal stakes, and fostering a collaborative environment.

What is an example of a sub rule that can be applied in free
format RPGs?

An example of a sub rule is the 'consequence system', where players can choose to push their
characters into risky situations for greater rewards, promoting dynamic storytelling.

How does improvisation play a role in free format RPGs with
sub techniques?

Improvisation is essential in free format RPGs as it allows players to adapt to the unfolding narrative,
respond to unexpected developments, and contribute to a more fluid gameplay experience.

What tips can you provide for implementing sub in free
format RPG sessions?

To implement sub effectively, encourage open communication among players, establish clear
narrative goals, and be flexible with rules to accommodate creative ideas and contributions.
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