
One of the most popular adult games we’ve done is our interactive murder mystery (especially 

among our staff, who serves as guinea pigs before we unveil a new one to the public). Basically a 

game similar to “Clue”, the games revolve around a mystery to be solved – who, where, and with 

what weapon. Running such a live game can be as labor intensive as you want. I have a 

tendency to go a bit overboard, so I’ll describe my process, which can be tailored for your 

skills/desires/needs.

1 – Determine theme & level.

For some reason, I think most games work better if there’s some sort of theme (and I love 

to be creative). We started out with a basic library mystery, which was popular enough to spawn 

a holiday mystery. Last summer, I designed a garden mystery to wrap up Adult Summer Reading 

and a “Cookie Caper” for younger kids. You could design one around an event, holiday, or a 

collection if you wanted to use the game to market what is going on in your library.

As far as level goes, you definitely need to think about who’s playing. If you’ve got 

adults, you might want to beef up the puzzles. Young children will need simpler puzzles. If you 

develop this for students, based on their age, you could create more challenging puzzles that 

would help them learn the library. Seniors might appreciate clues about pop culture in the fifties, 

while Gen-Xers would probably love questions based on the eighties. The sky’s the limit!

2 – Create the back-story.

This is probably my favorite part (you may be able to tell by the examples…). My 

standard format is again similar to “Clue”- characters, weapons, places – but I get a bit silly. All 

of my characters have motivations, which (I think), adds to the fun. I don’t assign characters to 

participants, since I’m never sure how many will show up to play. 

3 – Create puzzles and clues.

This is the tricky part, and the part that can get really labor-intensive if you let it. My 

system is this: Players receive puzzles, which they solve to receive a clue and their next puzzle. 

Puzzles are little activities, like a search for a specific book or a word game. Clues are statements 

that will help players decide what items to eliminate from their list of suspects, weapons, and 

places. Let me give you an example:



I give player A the first puzzle:

Puzzle 1 -

This is the type of puzzle that will bring players back to me at the Reference Desk. If 

their answer is correct, I’ll give them their clue. I also have puzzles that will lead them 

into the stacks and to a specific book, inside which is the clue (this is where you can 

invest a lot of time and energy).

Player A comes up to the desk with the correct answer (which is Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy 

if you’re interested). I then give them their first clue, with puzzle #2 on the back:

Clue 1 -      Puzzle 2 –

Player A will find the next clue in A River Runs Through It. And so on…

You will need to design one more puzzle than you have clues, unless you want to give 

them a free clue in the beginning (I’m mean that way). Most of my games usually have 

about ten puzzles, so I have to be careful to make sure my clues don’t give away the 

entire thing before the players have made it through. For shorter/simpler games, you 

would limit your clues.

4 – Pull all the pieces together.

Once the puzzles and clues are created, it’s time to get everything ready to play. (I 

usually create different “packs” of puzzles so all teams are not answering the same questions and 

not running to the same section of the library. Five or six different packs usually do it, and I 

color-code each pack so it’s easier to figure out what puzzles they’re working on if they need 

help. But again, I go a little overboard.) 

Who are the four Little 
Women in order of their 

birth?

You’ll find your next clue in 
the Norman Maclean book 
that was made into a movie 

starring Brad Pitt.  
(back)

The murderer is not 
female.
(front)



First, I make sure I’ve got enough copies of the puzzle for every team or player. I 

separate the first puzzle from the rest (remember, that one doesn’t get a clue). I print out the 

clues on address labels, which makes it easier to put on the other side of the puzzles. Then I 

place the appropriate clues on the corresponding puzzles. Now, it’s time to put the puzzles/clues 

into place – inside the books that the previous puzzle alluded to with my packet at the Reference 

Desk. 

Next I make a packet for each team/player. I place the following items inside an 

envelope: one of the brochures with the character/weapon/place information, the first clue, two 

“hint” coupons, and a map, if they’re unfamiliar with the library. Now we’re ready!

5 – PLAY!

It’s always fun to see everyone race around, talking to themselves about the puzzles, or 

trying to listen in when another group is getting information. I try to make the first puzzles easy, 

and then steadily make them more difficult. Of course, the players and I may have different 

opinions as to what is easy or difficult. You will get a complaint or two – which is why I think 

having a test run, good snacks, and “hint” coupons work in your favor. Overall, the main 

objective is to have fun.
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