
What do you do with ICONS? 

John McMullen 

A lot of people say, "But what is it for? What kinds of adventures do you run?" Because ICONS looks like 

a one-shot game, the kind of thing you play when the GM and some players don't show up for the 

regular game. But that isn't the case. 

ICONS is a fairly traditional roleplaying game, designed for games that take place in a world where 

superheroes exist. But that means it can handle any roleplaying concept where: 

 Most (if not all) player characters are beyond normal humans 

 Characters have good things about them and bad things 

 Characters band together  

 They handle the problems with action 

Nothing there says specifically what the characters do, and there's nothing there that talks specifically 

about superheroes. If you want to play a post-apocalyptic world where  the characters are the heroes of 

their tribes and monsters threaten, or a group of demigods banding together on a quest (perhaps to see 

which one gets the right to rule the domain), or a group of supercriminals that go on missions for the 

government, well, sure. Go ahead. ICONS can handle it. But by default, it's best at mainstream 

superheroes.  And mainstream superheroes are set apart from normal humanity. 

The random character generation assumes that at least some of the characters will have something that 

is beyond normal. Either the characters are better than human at something, or they have abilities that 

normal humans don't have: they have the magic gem, the mystic servant, the enchanted sword, the 

unbreakable shield, the powerful armor, the abilities beyond those of mortal man. At the very least, 

they are willing to put their lives on the line for the purposes of the adventure. They are willing to act 

when no one else is. Batman is not nearly as powerful as Superman, but both act. Spider-Man acts, even 

though he does so out of guilt and responsibility. 

And, because this is a group activity, there are mechanisms for a team. You can leave them out, just like 

you can have a solo D&D game. But the mechanisms are there to be used. 

So why do they act? This is where Aspects can come in. The reason why a character acts is so 
overwhelming that it's a good candidate for an aspect. And it tells the GM in no uncertain terms what 
kind of wrongs you want your character to right. Someone with "Protects Women and Children" might 
get into very different adventures than someone with "Obeys Superior Officer, No Matter What". They 
both might act to protect civilians in danger but with different purposes and different aftereffects. 

Your Basic Superhero Team Comic 
There are differences and some comics or stories do things that are utterly the opposite. But basically, 

superheroes restore the status quo. Supervillains perturb the way things are, superheroes restore. 
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Superheroes normally begin their part of the adventure by reacting, to the acts of supervillains or the 

corrupt government or to the conspiracy.  

In the first part of the adventure, the problem appears and the superheroes react: the supervillains lead 
them around. When the superheroes know enough, the second part occurs and the superheroes take 
the battle to the villains.  It can be as simple as "The supervillains rob a bank; the heroes show up and 
stop it," or it can be as complex as "CrazedInkblot discovers that someone killed a superhero, and they 
have to find the mask killer." 

That's the structure of the random adventure generator: It presents a set of words that represent a way 

in which the antagonist of the adventure is going to upset the world of the campaign. It might be a plan 

to poison the water supply, or a meteor that is going to hit the earth, or a bank robbery, or a storm, or a 

sophisticated plan to take over the government, but the opponent perturbs the world. The superheroes 

react for a span of time, and then act: they take the fight to the opponent, and (presumably) win. 

Now, none of this says that the team gets along. None of this says that there can't be areas where the 

superheroes are trying to influence the world, that they're trying to make their lives better. (In fact, one 

of the running elements for Spider-Man is that he can't impose order on his life. He can lock up bad 

guys, but he can't save Gwen Stacy.)  Superheroes can have conflicting politics, food preferences, ideals, 

or sexualities.  

Beyond normal humans The characters are usually better than the run of normal people, 
"normal" is around a 2 or a 3, though the range of human ability 
can go to 6. Some characters can do things that normal humans 
can't, such as fly or shoot beams from their eyes. But even if all the 
stats are under 6, characters in a superhero game have the 
willingness to act that sets them apart. 

Characters have good things 
about them and bad things 

Very few superheroes are saints: that's why heroes have 
Challenges. 

Characters band together  Roleplaying is a group activity, so to keep everyone involved, 
characters usually band together. The band might be formal or 
informal, but it keeps most players involved most of the time. 
Fortunately, ICONS provides mechanical reasons why the 
characters should band together: it's the only way that they can 
use Team Determination. (Though I hope somebody took the 
Leadership specialty this time.) 

They handle the situations with 
action 

Superheroes generally aren’t the one talking the man down from 
the ledge; they're using Animal Control (Pigeons) to carry him to 
safety, or superhuman accuracy to throw a paperclip at just the 
right nerve plexus for his hand to cramp around the pole he's 
holding so he couldn't fall down anyway. 

Distinguish between the superhero persona and the secret identity: 
the contrast that powers a million stories in the comics is that 
superheroes resolve things with action but the secret ID might not. 
Aunt April is still a well-meaning but overbearing spinster, and The 
Amazing Antboy still can't work up the courage to ask Stacy Jay to 
the prom. (At least back to the 1950s, comic book characters have 
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had problems with the person they can't say no to.) 

Adventures in ICONS 

The basic adventure 
In a fantasy adventure, the characters meet at an inn--because that's where adventurers hang out when 

they're not adventuring--and a guy gives them a tip. This guy might be a wizard, an agent of the king, or 

an angel in disguise--the important thing is that he dangles a carrot in front of the characters and gets 

them involved. Soon, the adventurers are going from room to room in a dungeon, or person to person in 

the royal court.  

A superhero is sort of like that, but some of the things you rely on in your traditional fantasy aren't there 

because it's modern.  

Similarities first: 

1. The characters act because they are heroes. Fantasy characters chose to be adventurers, 

superheroes chose to be heroes. They might grumble about acting (Wolverine spent a lot of time in 

the comics saying he should leave, but he rarely did; they gave him in-story reasons to stay), but 

they do it. The story is rarely about the guy who chooses to kick back and have a brew, despite the 

fact that Professor Platypus has the city under threat of his Spur-O-Pain. 

2. There is a problem. This is just what the mysterious old guy at the inn would have talked about, but 

we have mass communication, so the heroes hear about on the TV or Internet instead. Instead of 

the ominous door or the guards in the first room, the heroes fight the bad guys and lose. 

3. The heroes deal with it. Like fantasy adventurers, the heroes find some way to deal with it, generally 

by beating it up or by rendering it vulnerable or inoperative in a clever way. 

Let's recast your basic superhero adventure as a fantasy adventure.  

They're at the inn, and the skeevy old guy says that five guys have pretty much taken over the thieves' 

guild. The thieves will pay if they're removed.  

(The five bad guys are an adventuring party and they figured, "Why risk our lives fighting dragons when 

we can take the stuff from thieves?") 

The heroes head over to the thieves' guild and the other guys are really  good. They whip our heroes and 

feel so confident of themselves that they don't even kill our heroes.  

But now our heroes have fought them once and learned their weaknesses. (Okay, maybe they'll have to 

be defeated twice.) Our heroes go back and even with the new knowledge it's a close thing, but our 

heroes win.  

Differences now: 
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1. Small assortment of foes. Often, the foes are some sort of problem or puzzle in themselves: they're 

new foes with a gimmick that the heroes haven't puzzled out yet ("But he's powered by the 

kryptonite in his chest! I can't approach him!" or "He's a two-time hustler! How is he getting these 

people to obey him?"). 

2. It's okay for players to lose at the beginning. If you lose, it just sets you up for eventual victory. Still, 

you have to be careful with this part, because players hate to lose. They can achieve some sort of 

partial victory ("I saved Stacy Jane, but Prof Platypus got away!").  This, incidentally, is a great place 

to use challenges, such as "Loves Stacy Jane"—she's in danger—or "Secret ID: Billionaire"—he's 

stuck in a board meeting in secret ID when the Corporate Ravager attacks the board. 

3. It's not an isolated location, but the heroes are acting alone. They are isolated by the fact that they 

are the ones with the willingness to act. The police are outclassed, or the SWAT tank is out for repair 

or all heroics are illegal, or the city has hired them as a private organization to provide policing for 

the city. 

4. More soap opera. Not only are there people around, but they interact with our heroes. The mayor 

wants a photo-op with them before they go in, Aunt June has made Antboy promise to take his 

umbrella, Golden Marmot's fiancée is hostage in the bank and she's the one with a gun to her head, 

Lieutenant Idaho's and the Silver Skateboarder says this is the evidence that he needs to decide 

humanity is corrupt and he should call the cleansing fires of an apocalypse. That leads to the scenes 

where people interact, which can be just as much fun as beating people up. 

One-off adventures in ICONS 
Character creation in ICONS (especially with the ICONS Character Folio on your computer) is so fast and 

simple that you can create characters and run an adventure in one night.  

Most of the Challenges and Qualities should be things they can use immediately. It's okay if one or two 

of them are longer-term (you might want to revisit these characters) but there's nothing worse than an 

adventure in space when all your Qualities are things like, "Knows every low-life in his town." If the 

character is great but the aspects are wrong for this adventure, give them the appropriate temporary 

qualities for the night. For the space adventure, you might use "Fish out of water." (Because everybody 

should be able to generate Determination.) 

If you don't intend to reuse the characters or the world, all bets are off. You can do almost anything, 

including change or destroy the world. 

In either case, for a one-off adventure, you don't need to worry about experience—they have the 

adventure, and that's it. 

Campaigns in ICONS 
Experience in ICONS is through getting and spending Starting Determination Points. It's an optional rule; 

you don't need experience for a single adventure: instead, you need to resolve whatever the problem is. 

But experience gives a mechanism for players to change and develop their characters from adventure to 

adventure. (See Page 93 of the ICONS handbook under "Option: Hero Improvement" for getting and 

spending Starting Determination.) 
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Characters can grow and change from one adventure to another. Or not; this is an optional rule: 

characters might not change from one adventure to another (James Bond doesn't change much in the 

early movies, either), or they might get replaced.  There is a continuum between two extremes. 

The Beer & Pretzels Campaign 

Also known as the "episodic" campaign. Each adventure is largely self-contained: very little carries over 

from one adventure to another except the world (restored pretty much to its status quo at the ending of 

the previous adventure) and at least some of the characters. This is either because the characters 

haven't grown (much like episodic television before Hill Street Blues), or because there are new 

characters. 

So Slipknot Sylph, Mighty Mirror, and Professor Cuttlefish play in one adventure, but the next adventure 

is Slipknot Sylph, Professor Cuttlefish, and the Black Boa, maybe because the Mighty Mirror's player 

wanted a new character or because a different player showed up.  

The Soap Opera Campaign 

At the other extreme is a campaign where no matter where the session ends, there are always plotlines 

that are ongoing, like a soap opera. Even though the gun-smuggling ring has been beaten, Green Knight 

is still trying to find out where the villains hid his comatose mentor, Fall-Star is working up the courage 

to tell his girlfriend his secret identity, Lintel is hiding the fact that she hears voices from the dimension 

she travels through when teleporting, and so on.  

Some variations 

Here you're playing with continuity: continuity of place, of time, or of character. 

 You could keep the place the same and vary the characters: Do a strictly world-based campaign 

where it's the same place, but the characters are always the same, or maybe a Dial H for Hero kind 

of thing where Robby doesn't know what kind of hero he's going to become.   

 You could keep the characters the same and change the time of the world: that's a kind of time-

travel Sliders, or Quantum Leap, where the main characters are unstuck in time and have to fix 

things throughout history. 

 You could have a literal reset: the characters are the only ones who know they are stuck in a 

Groundhog Day-like time loop. 

Aspects, the care and feeding of 
The FATE-like aspect (sorry) of ICONS is the Qualities and Challenges. There are a few differences 

between FATE-style aspects and ICONS-style Qualities and Challenges. 

The first is that in FATE, aspects are already good and bad. In ICONS, they're separated out into up to 

five good qualities and up to five bad challenges. Except—there's nothing that says you can't have good 

and bad in the defining parts of your character. Sure, it's hard to find an upside to a Challenge like 

"Alcoholic" but there's nothing that says there can't be both good and bad to something like a secret 
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identity, or a public identity. Decide if it's mostly good (and slot it in the Qualities) or mostly bad (and 

slot it in the Challenges). 

Second, there is a school of thought that claims that FATE Aspects have to force the character's story to 

be about them: each aspect should create a real dilemma for the character. While that's a useful 

guideline, it's not something that applies to all ICONS qualities or weaknesses. (Really: how are you 

going to make a dilemma out of someone's Epithet on a regular basis?) In ICONS, Qualities and 

Weaknesses flesh out the character. They give you a place for items that might be disadvantages, 

advantages, flaws, features, occupations, or weaknesses in other games. If your doughty pulp 

adventurer's pistols pack as much damage as an elephant gun but are prone to jamming or running out 

of special ammunition, take "Weakness: Blast is jamming pistols with rare ammo.") 

Mechanically, an Epithet or a Catchphrase can be very useful for items such as Determined Effort or 

Focused Effort. For your convenience, try and fit any power weakness into a simple phrase in one 

Weakness, so there isn't too much to remember (if you're used to twelve +1/4 limitations, try to sum 

them up with a single phrase: ICONS is loose enough that you and the GM should agree on what it 

means. "Gear." "Constructs of hard darkness." "Vulnerable to magic or iridium." "Takes effort to hide 

scales." Each of those has implied or explicit limitations, some of which you'll make up during play. 

(What the heck is "hard darkness"?) 

Personally, I find the Qualities and Challenges to be the best and worst part of ICONS: Best, because 

when the character concept is very clear, they just flow onto the page and I have to limit myself; worst, 

because sometimes I can stare at the random collection of powers blankly for minutes and nothing 

happens. (Hint: I usually roll up a different character at that point.) If a concept sort-of presents itself 

("Yeah…I can see where maybe he's a human-platypus hybrid…") and we're pressed for time, I go with 

Choosing Aspects During Play (with permission, of course), page 78. 

GMing (in a page) 

Determination 
Use Determination and use it often. (Here's a discussion of exactly that: 

http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?607026-Icons!&p=14816289#post14816289 ) Determination is 

how characters do cool things and how they overcome the bad guys, so you want to keep it flowing, 

even if the players hoard it until the end. 

Using something physical and tangible for determination points helps a lot of people. Poker chips, coins, 

or glass beads are all fine. (I use glass beads, myself: for three dollars at a craft store I got more than 

enough. The pennies your spouse is saving for Rummoli would work well too.) 

House rules 
Comments from Steve Kenson and Gareth Michael Skarka suggest that house rules are allowed and even 

encouraged.  So if you don't like how something works, change it. 

http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?607026-Icons%21&p=14816289#post14816289
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In fact, Steve has produced a number of variant rules, and most of them are on the ICONS-Truth-Justice-

and-Gaming wiki: 

Success Pyramid, an alternate way for judging success at a complex task: http://icons-truth-justice-and-

gaming.wikispaces.com/Success+Pyramid 

Dice Variants, different ways to use the dice: http://icons-truth-justice-and-

gaming.wikispaces.com/Dice+Variant 

Stamina Variants: http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Stamina+Variants 

Damage Variants: http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Damage+Variants 

Determination Variants: http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Determination+Variants 

Maneuvers: http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Maneuvers 

ICONS Example of Play: http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/ICONS+Example+of+Play 

Character creation 
As a variant, one way that Cameron Mount suggests is random generation with rolls and then tweaks to 

bring the characters to a set point number. He settled on 50 because it's a nice round number, but it 

could be any value.  

Actually, they discuss point totals on this webpage, and suggest some point levels depending on what 

kind of characters you want to have 

(http://www.westguard.org/index.php?title=ICONS_house_rules#Power_level). 

Soylent Green suggests: 

As I may have mentioned this once or twice before, I am a huge fan of the Success Pyramid (or 

Pyramid Test). It is such awesome, versatile tool. Used creatively it can make important but 

sometime dull to play out tasks as exciting as combat. The trick really is to put some limitation to 

the Pyramid Test like number of tries or failures allowed and, potentially, some consequences if 

you don't complete the Pyramid within those limits. Or you can use the "every time you fail an 

attempt on the Pyramid the base difficulty goes up by 1" approach which works well for things 

like repair rolls.  

Also, in my opinion, the GM should not be afraid to roll the dice if it is appropriate. I really like 

the "player only rolls" approach. It generally works well, keeps the players more engaged and 

leaves the GMs free to concentrate on more important things. However situations can arise in 

play (especially with some superpowers or when an NPCs action does not directly affect the PC) 

when rolling the dice for an NPC is just quicker and neater than trying figure out how to push 

the roll onto the players. I those instance I see reason for the GM not to just grabbing the dice, 

resolve the action and keep the game moving. I personally routinely make NPC strength tests 

(for the purposes of slams and stun checks), it just seems to flow better. I also know of one GM 

http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Success+Pyramid
http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Success+Pyramid
http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Dice+Variant
http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Dice+Variant
http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Stamina+Variants
http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Damage+Variants
http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Determination+Variants
http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Maneuvers
http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/ICONS+Example+of+Play
http://www.westguard.org/index.php?title=ICONS_house_rules%23Power_level
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who runs minor PCs by the rules but makes all the rolls for his major villains. I can see how that 

would work. 

Investigations 
You can give material based to characters based simply on the fact that they have a particular specialty, 

rather than making them roll with a +n. John Post suggests this in the adventure "Whiteout" (which you 

should read, because he has other excellent advice there too). 

Make your own crib sheet; something else Soylent Green suggests is, "And the one thing I feel we could 

really uses is a good combat results crib sheet — something that makes it very clear when to test for 

Stun and Slams and the like which explains it from both PC and NPC point of view. I've tried to write up a 

summary of this myself but it's never as clear or concise as I feel it should be." 

Joe Bardales suggests some links to discussions of running ICONS: 

 Remember, unlike in "traditional" RPGs, only the players roll the dice: 

http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?607026-Icons!&p=14816705#post14816705 

 Remember to use Determination and use it often! 

http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?607026-Icons!&p=14816289#post14816289 

Benchmarks 
Joe Bardales suggested these links for ideas on what the numbers really mean: 

 Marvel Benchmarks 

http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?515702-ICONS-discussion-thread-vol-

3&p=12386076#post12386076 

 More Benchmarks: 

http://www.westguard.org/index.php?title=ICONS_house_rules#Benchmarks 

 Ability Score Benchmarks for relating ICONS characters to established comic book heroes: 

http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Benchmarks 

 Soylent Green's Alternatives for running a game WITHOUT Benchmarks: 

http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?606706-Supers-My-Holy-Grail&p=14800698#post14800698 

Character generation 
 Suggestions for Point Buy Starting Points for different types of campaigns (different power levels): 

http://www.westguard.org/index.php?title=ICONS_house_rules#Power_level 

 Converting Mutants & Mastermind characters to ICONS (thread discussion): 

http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?583446-M-amp-M-to-ICONS-Conversion-Guide 

Clarification 
 Sean Patrick Fannon's Combat Examples for Clarity: 

http://www.obsidianportal.com/campaigns/the-unending-war/forum/combat-examples-for-clarity 

http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?607026-Icons%21&p=14816705#post14816705
http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?607026-Icons%21&p=14816289#post14816289
http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?515702-ICONS-discussion-thread-vol-3&p=12386076#post12386076
http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?515702-ICONS-discussion-thread-vol-3&p=12386076#post12386076
http://www.westguard.org/index.php?title=ICONS_house_rules#Benchmarks
http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/Benchmarks
http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?606706-Supers-My-Holy-Grail&p=14800698#post14800698
http://www.westguard.org/index.php?title=ICONS_house_rules#Power_level
http://forum.rpg.net/showthread.php?583446-M-amp-M-to-ICONS-Conversion-Guide
http://www.obsidianportal.com/campaigns/the-unending-war/forum/combat-examples-for-clarity
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 ICONS Clarification Notes (for more on Point Buy option, Overcoming villains with high 

Invulnerability, etc.) 

http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/file/detail/ICONS+CLARIFICATION+NOTES.pdf 

Get out there, and have fun! 

 

http://icons-truth-justice-and-gaming.wikispaces.com/file/detail/ICONS+CLARIFICATION+NOTES.pdf

