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House Rules and How to Make Them 

Version 1.0 

 

Contact Information & Disclaimers: 

This unofficial resource was created for use with the Marvel Super Heroes Adventure 

Game™ SAGA Rules. While every effort has been made to make these statistics as 

accurate as possible, the statistics contained herein are unofficial and represent only one 

man’s opinion on the characters and their capabilities. Although the game is currently out 

of print, I do encourage you to make every effort to locate and utilize any official 

materials that you can. For the most part, they are first-rate materials. 

 

Disclaimer 1: I have no official connection with TSR, Wizards of the Coast, Hasbro, 

Marvel Comics, or any other company or entity that owns the intellectual property rights 

to the characters or game mechanics. No connection – either expressed or implied – is 

intended. 

Disclaimer 2: The Marvel Super Heroes Adventure Game™ SAGA Rules is Copyright © 

and Trademark ™ TSR, Property of Wizards of the Coast, a Hasbro Company. No 

official or copyrighted materials relating to the Marvel SAGA game are contained within 

this document. 

Disclaimer 3: Characters, Character Names, and the distinct likenesses thereof are 

Copyright © and Trademark ™ of their respective owners and are used without 

permission. 

 

For more information and game materials, or to share comments and request 

corrections, please see:  

• The Marvel Superheroes Yahoo Group 

(http://games.groups.yahoo.com/group/mshag/)  

• My Blog, the MSHAG Library (http://mshaglibrary.wordpress.com). 

 

Summary & Description: 

House Rules are your friends. They make things easier on everyone. They shape the 

game world. They give players specific limitations. At least they do when they work. A 

poorly written (or enforced) rule is everyone’s worst enemy. When it comes to rules, 

you’ll have to strike a balance between specificity and flexibility. You’ll want to limit a 

player’s actions without limiting his possibilities. Confused? Don’t be. Just read on. 
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Creating New House Rules 

 

The trick to creating your own house rules is to break it down into two simple steps. 

Now, keep in mind that even the simplest house rules can inflict vast and far-reaching 

changes. In other words, little changes can have big consequences. So, when making 

house rules, be sure to think things all the way through. Imagine not only how the rule 

will affect the subject of the ruling, but also how it will affect other rules and how it will 

affect the interaction of the old rules with the new rules.  

Before you even consider making up a new rule, you should ask yourself the five 

basic questions: Who, What, Where, Why, and How? House rules are best suited to 

fixing a (perceived) problem that you experience during gameplay. Adding obligatory 

rules can make the game worse rather than better. Excess rules can confuse players, bog 

down gameplay, and just generally make things more complicated for everyone, Narrator 

and player alike.  

Making a new rule is a lot like tossing a rock in a pond; it doesn’t make just one 

splash, it also makes lots of tiny ripples. When deciding to change or add a rule, be sure 

that you’re changing the rule for the better. After the 5 basic questions is a more in-depth 

look at them, complete with an example of House Rule creation. 

 

The Five Basic Questions for House Rules: 

 

1) What is the problem? 

2) Why is it a problem? 

3) Where should I make the changes? 

4) How will the new rule affect the gaming environment? 

5) Who will this new rule affect? 

 

House Rule creation in 5 Simple Steps: 

 

1) Identify the Problem: What do I want to change?  

This should be pretty straightforward and simple. If it isn’t, you probably aren’t 

ready to make a house rule. 

 

2) Identify the Reason: Why does the rule need to be changed or added?  

This should also be straightforward. Changing rules to make individuals happy is 

usually a bad idea. If the change doesn’t make the game more enjoyable for everyone 

(or at the very least a majority of players), then it’s probably counter-productive. 

 

3) Identify the Solution: What do I need to do to fix the problem?  

This is where things start getting more complex. First you should decide what you 

are trying to accomplish. That’s usually easy; neutralize the undesirable effect 

identified in question 1. That part’s simple, but how you do that is sometimes not so 

easy to decide.  

First, ask yourself if there is a way to bring about the change without altering the 

rules; think small, first. Can you accomplish the desired change by altering a hero 

sheet? By interpreting the wording of a power differently? By fudging your Narrator 
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calculations? If so, that will probably be easier than making up a new rule or altering 

an existing one. If this is not feasible, and you must change the rule, ask yourself 

these four questions:  

1. Does the change solve the problem?  

2. How easy will it be to implement?  

3. Does the change create a new problem?  

4. Can this new problem be solved? 

 

4) Identify the Results: What will the new rule do?  

This question can be more complicated than it seems at first glance. This is where 

you really need to spend your time and effort on predicting and preparing for every 

aspect of the new rule.  

If a new rule isn’t planned out thoroughly, it can surprise you with all kinds of 

nasty side effects (you’ll probably encounter enough surprises in the most well-

thought out rules to keep you busy without making frivolous mistakes). You need to 

identify not just the surface change, but all the subsequent changes that the new rule 

will enact (or will need to be enacted) as well.  

 

5) Identify the Consequences: Who will be happy with or upset by the new rule?  

If a new rule affects different characters differently (and it probably will) then it 

will probably make some players feel happy while others will feel slighted. If the new 

rule will create an imbalance within a group of players, then the rule should probably 

be specifically in response to countering an existing imbalance or you’re looking for 

some serious problems. Either way, explaining your reasoning to your players should 

help smooth things over. 

 

The Process in Action 

 

Okay, so you’ve read through the questions and the explanations and you’re still 

convinced that you need to add a house rule. That’s okay; customization is the heart and 

soul of Role Playing Games and the specific reason that so many of this game’s rules 

were left so vague. House Rules are great; we just need to make sure they are good rules. 

Now, let’s go through and dissect an example of a new house rule. 

 

1) What is the problem? 

I have decided that I don’t like the way that discarding cards for damage works. Heroes 

are knocked out too easily and frequently. 

 

2) Why is it a problem? 

You must discard at least one card for each damaging hit, regardless of the damage dealt. 

Therefore, a hero can be K.O.ed by a number of damaging hits equal to Hand Size; a hero 

with a 2 edge can be knocked out by as little as 4 points of damage. For an example, 

Rogue has 25 health points, but could be knocked out after taking only 4 points of 

damage if she takes damage in 4 consecutive rounds without recovery. 

 

3) Where should I make the changes? 
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There are several possibilities that might give us the desired effect. Let’s go through 

some options. 

• Could we give heroes more cards – perhaps one hand for damage and one 

hand for cardplay?  

1. Does this solve the problem? No, this solution does not solve the 

problem in any meaningful way – heroes can still be knocked out as 

described above.  

2. How difficult would it be to implement? Dealing out cards is very easy.  

3. Does this create a new problem? It takes up more cards, dwindling the 

deck quickly; a single character can take up 10% or more of the deck.  

4. Can this new problem be solved? Yes, by adding a second deck of 

cards. A second deck of cards would be more effort-intensive and 

expensive.  

5. What is the result? After thinking this through, we realize that this 

isn’t the way to go. This option creates more problems than it solves 

and so it isn’t a feasible solution. 

• Could we carry over damage by allowing cards to stay face-up in front of a 

character until their full amount is taken in damage and then discard it?  

1. Does this solve the problem? Yes, this would mostly solve the problem 

of characters being knocked out too quickly.  

2. How difficult would it be to implement? It would not drastically 

change the game mechanics, and would be only moderately difficult to 

implement.   

3. Does this create a new problem? Yes, remembering how much 

damage each card has taken can become troublesome. Between card 

play and modifiers and Abilities and Intensities players have a lot of 

numbers flying through their heads, so remembering the exact damage 

available on each card could get confusing.  

4. Can this new problem be solved? To solve this problem, you’d have to 

keep scrap paper handy to write down the results. This problem would 

not be difficult to fix.  

5. What is the result? After talking through it, this method is feasible, but 

there might be a better method. 

• Could we separate Health and Hand Size completely, treating Hero Health 

and damage exactly as we treat NPC Health and damage?  

1. Does this solve the problem? Yes, this would solve the problem of 

premature knockouts; each character has exactly as much Health as 

listed on the Hero sheet.  

2. How difficult would it be to implement? This creates a large change in 

game mechanics, but is only moderately difficult to implement. The 

provided rules for NPC health provide a ready-made model to follow.  

3. Does this create a new problem? Yes, remembering how much 

damage each character has taken and how much Health they have 

remaining can become problematic. Additionally, because players no 

longer discard cards, they will remain at peak combat efficiency (full 

hand size) even when injured.  
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4. Can this new problem be solved? Yes, scrap paper would work just as 

well to solve this problem, so that part is no more difficult than the 

previous option. I do not find the increased combat efficiency problem 

to be worthy of fixing, but a simple system of checkpoints for 

discarding could be implemented to keep it intact.  

5. What is the result? This option gives you more “bang for your buck” 

than the other feasible option, because it fixes the problem better 

without any more work to fix. I like this option best. I could continue 

searching for additional options, but I feel that this one suits my needs, 

so I decide to stop here. 

 

4) How will the new rule affect the gaming environment? 

Now that we’ve decided on which option we like, let’s really look at what the new 

rule will change. We know that the new rule will do everything we want it to and that 

there are no obvious problems presented by the solution. However, there’s a difference 

between “no obvious problems” and “no consequences” so let’s think of some possible 

results of the changed dynamic.  

• By design, the player-controlled characters will stay on their feet longer than 

before the rule change.  

This means the villains that the heroes combat will be on even footing with 

the heroes concerning the way with which Health is handled. This may require 

the Narrator to compensate with slightly more powerful villains if combat has 

become too easy for the heroes. This is an acceptable change.  

• There will be fewer “one hit” knock outs by players with low-value cards in their 

hands.  

For example: under the old rules a hero with five 4s in his hand would be 

instantly knocked out by 16 points of damage or more (even though he has 

“30 Health”). Under the new rule, in order for a player to be knocked out, he 

must take his full Health score in damage. A character with 30 Health requires 

30 points of damage to knock him out. This is the result we were striving for 

and a positive change. 

 

5) Who will this new rule affect? 

After looking through everything we could think of, the biggest changes will be 

towards player-controlled heroes. Most of the changes to the heroes will be on the 

positive side. 

Most negative changes will be to Narrator-run characters and villains. Chances are 

that if you, the Narrator, are happy with this change, then everyone else will be happy 

with this change, too. 
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House Rules List 

 

The following is a list of House Rules that I have used in various campaigns. You may 

add some, all, or none of them to your own campaigns; it’s up to you. Sometimes there 

are alternate versions of the rule listed within the description of the House Rule. Choose 

whichever method you prefer. 

 

A+ Skill Code  
Your hero can bend the normal rules and have more than 4 skills in any one ability. This is 

designated as an A+ in that ability, but your hero cannot gain more than 8 skills in any one 

ability. This is has been called “mastery” by some others, for example Weapons Mastery 

might give one up to 8 strength or agility skills so long as they are all Weapons skills like 

Swords or Shields. Still others have piggybacked off of the Scientific Genius skill from the 

rulebook that lets you have unlimited Intellect skills, as long as they are all Science skills. 

This led to other types of “genius” such as Creative Genius (all item-creation skills) and 

Acrobatic Genius (all Agility skills). 

 

Adjusted Health Scores  
Various methods of standardizing health scores exist. All methods are similar to the official 

system, but have a standardized differential. That is to say that characters gain a fixed 

amount of health with each increase in Edge. (In the official system, characters gain a 

varied amount – 7, 8, 5, 10, and 10 – with each advance.) 

Method 1: All characters have 5 health plus 10 points per edge. 

Method 2: All characters have 10 health plus 7 points per edge. 

Method 3: All characters have 10 health plus 8 points per edge. 

Method 4: All characters have 10 health plus 10 points per edge. 

  

Method 1 Method 2 Method 3 Method 4 

Edge 0, Health 5 Edge 0, Health 10 Edge 0, Health 5 Edge 0, Health 10 

Edge 1, Health 15 Edge 1, Health 17 Edge 1, Health 18 Edge 1, Health 20 

Edge 2, Health 25 Edge 2, Health 24 Edge 2, Health 26 Edge 2, Health 30 

Edge 3, Health 35 Edge 3, Health 31 Edge 3, Health 34 Edge 3, Health 40 

Edge 4, Health 45 Edge 4, Health 38 Edge 4, Health 42 Edge 4, Health 50 

Edge 5, Health 55 Edge 5, Health 45 Edge 5, Health 50 Edge 5, Health 60 
 
Advanced Stunts  
Advanced stunts – a.k.a. Improved Stunts – force your heroes to follow a sort of bell-curve 

to gaining power. In order to get an Advanced Stunt, your hero must first have the related 

basic Stunt. Advanced Stunts should always be somewhat more powerful than a basic Stunt. 

There are many ways to limit a basic stunt so that an Advanced Stunt becomes more 

powerful. You could make a basic Stunt usable only on the hero, and the Advanced Stunt 

can affect anyone. You could make a basic Stunt be a stunt of a related power and the 

Advanced Stunt that the hero gains that power. Look to my New Stunts and New Power 

lists for other examples, or merely make up your own. 

   The purpose of this was to limit players from becoming too powerful too quickly. By 
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exploiting the system and choosing key powers and stunts, a hero could literally start off as 

an average hero one day and become a nearly cosmic force a few adventures later.  Perhaps 

the worst offender was Magnetic Control, which could grant you up to 5 other powers 

(Animation, Force Field, Flight, Stun Blast, & Telekinesis) at Magnetic Control’s intensity 

for the bargain price of only a stunt each. I thought that was pretty insane, so I changed it. 

Getting the same amount of power via Advanced Stunts would take at least 10 adventures, 

instead of only 5. This would give your “one-trick pony” heroes (like the strong-man 

template heroes) a chance to catch up power-wise. 

 

Fixed Abilities for Elementals  
All elementals have the same Ability Scores, regardless of the summoning character’s 

power intensity. An elemental has health equal to the summoning character’s power 

intensity. A character can summon a number of elementals equal to the power’s intensity 

divided by three (rounded down). If a character’s power intensity is 9 or less, he must make 

an average [Element] Control (Willpower) action or the elemental turns against him and 

disappears after an aura duration. Characters with 10+ intensity are assumed to have enough 

control over elementals that this action is not needed. 

 

Air: Strength 8X, Agility 12X, Intellect 5X, Willpower 8X, Air Control 8 (Air Shield, 

Flight) 

Earth: Strength 12X, Agility 8X, Intellect 5X, Willpower 8X, Body Armor +4 (Stone 

only), Earth Control 8 (Digging, Lava Blast) 

Fire: Strength 9X, Agility 11X, Intellect 5X, Willpower 8X, Fire Control 8 (Fire Shield, 

Flight) 

Water: Strength 10X, Agility 10X, Intellect 5X, Willpower 8X, Water Control 8 

(Waterbreathing, Waterwalking)  
Health For Heroes  
All characters (heroes and NPCs) use their health score (not hand size) to determine the 

current number of hit points/damage. This rule is meant to separate the concepts of health 

and hand size. While there are advantages to the official system, there are also some 

inherent drawbacks. One of the biggest drawbacks is that you must discard a card for each 

damaging hit. While this doesn’t seem like a problem, think of it like this; a hero with a 2 

edge can be K.O.ed by as little as 4 points of damage.  

For an example, Rogue has 25 health points, but could be knocked out after taking only 4 

points of damage. That doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to me, so I decided to let the two 

principles operate separately, making heroes use the same damage/health system as NPCs. 

This does affect cardplay slightly, since heroes will not become less combat-efficient as 

they become injured. You’ll need to keep in mind that this system may allow heroes to stay 

on their feet longer. 

If this is a problem, have the player redraw fewer cards when he reaches certain health 

thresholds (1 card per 6 HP lost as a rule of thumb). 

  

Magic (Alternate Rules)  
Normally, Magic grants a hero access to almost all Willpower & Intellect powers at 

Magic’s intensity, starting at intensity 10. The drawback being that you can use only the 

base powers, not any stunts. This alternate ruling states that you can indeed gain those 
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stunts, making Magic a far more powerful and versatile power than it already is. However, 

it also states that you must use a response bonus to gain each power, making gaining the full 

list of powers a much, much slower process than it was before. Stunts of the new power can 

then be gained normally, using a response bonus or by attempting it at an escalated 

difficulty. All powers gained in this way are still considered to be Magic. They are magic-

based and as such have the spell-focused limit and any/all other limits of Magic. Anyone 

with a Resistance to Magic or Force Field (Shield versus Magic) power is protected against 

magic-based powers. This method requires a little extra paperwork (keeping track of the list 

of usable powers and stunts) but I prefer the scalability that it creates. 

 

Point-Based Hero Creation  
During hero creation, you get a pool of points to distribute among chosen powers and stunts 

rather than drawing cards. See the article “Heroes by the Numbers” by Thomas Costa for 

more details. 

 

Variable Skills  

Varying the effectiveness of skills is probably one of the most commonly adopted house 

rules out there. There are many variations of this house rule that differ vastly in scope and 

complexity, as well as difficulty of implementation. A few of the more popular variations 

are as follows: 

 

1) Master-Class Skills. The third and intermediary level of a "Master-Class Skill" 

gives you a middle ground between the previous normal Skill and World-Class 

Skill. A normal Skill allows you to trump using only one suit (the one that matches 

the suit of the skill), while a World-Class Skill allows you to use four suits for trump 

(any suit but Doom). The Master-Class Skill allows you to trump using either of two 

suits; Strength and Agility for Physical skills, or Intellect and Willpower for Mental 

Skills. This gives some middle ground for differentiating between the good, the 

better, and the best.  

 

2) Apprentice-Class Skills. Whereas the Master-Class Skill rule allows for 

someone who is better than good, but not quite world-class, the apprentice level 

allows for someone who is better than an untrained person, but not as talented as a 

person fully trained in that skill. This allows you to simulate people who are in the 

process of learning a skill, but haven't quite mastered it yet. Many times people 

undertake training in skills that take years to obtain - Martial Arts, Marksmanship, 

Electronics, etc. - but just from starting their training they have a small advantage 

over a normal, untrained person. Apprentice-Class skills make actions one-half level 

(or 2 points) easier and trump cards cannot exceed Edge. 

 

3) Ranked Skills.  This method adds a bonus to your actions instead of making 

them a level easier. Standard rank for a skill would be 4; making an action one level 

easier is basically the same as adding 4 to an ability score for the purposes of that 

action. So, for example: instead of bringing your goal score down from 24 to 20, it 

would bring your ability score up from 12 to 16. Each additional rank could be 

purchased as a response bonus and is worth 1 point (a Skill starts out at 4, then 
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another rank is purchased and it goes up by 1 to 5, then 6, and so on.). Maximums 

should be set by the Narrator, and may vary, a few good ideas might be:  

a) no higher than the appropriate primary ability score. 

b) no higher than the power the skill affects. 

c) no higher than 20 (the upper limit of mortals for a power). 

d) no higher than 10 (the maximum damage bonus of weapons, or the maximum 

defense bonus of armor). 

e) no higher than some other obligatory number (12, 15, 16, whatever) of your 

choosing. 

f) no higher than some combination of abilities (intellect and the primary ability, for 

example) 

g) some combination of the above (for example, cannot exceed the lower of the 

primary ability score or 10) 

 

4) Skills as Powers. This method basically makes skills into powers. Rather than 

making actions easier, the skill has a numerical value that is equivalent to a power’s 

intensity for use only with actions using that skill. So a skill would be denoted 

something like this: Martial Arts 14 or Repair 10. The intensity for this Power/Skill 

would be equal to (x + y), where x equals the base ability score and y equals: 2 for 

an Apprentice-Class Skill (if used), 4 for a standard skill, 6 for a Master-Class skill 

(if used), or 8 for a World-Class Skill. The hero would play cards and use trump just 

as if the Skill were a power. Note: This Power/Skill may or may not be affected by 

Ability Boost, Power Amplification, or similar powers, depending on the Narrator 

 

Numbers one and two make for excellent level progression when used in 

tandem. This gives five levels of skill to work with (World-Class, Master-Class, 

Standard, Apprentice-Class, and Untrained) and has a very realistic feel to it. So 

taking Marksmanship as an example, a Navy Seal is better than a Police Sniper, who 

is better than a Police Officer, who is in turn better than a Police Cadet, who is turn 

better than Bob the Plumber.     

Numbers 3 & 4 are basically the same thing, with only sight variance in the 

implementation. Each is a good way to allow characters to grow in skill without 

making them grow their base Ability Score to a superhuman level. 

Any of these methods is a good way to slow down character progression, and to 

stabilize action reliability. It's also a good way for characters to have varying levels 

of skill within skills. Whereas before, Jubilee and Gambit would have the same 

"level" of skill with Martial Arts (the only variance being their Edge and Agility 

scores), under this system, the vast difference in their talent would become clear. 

Gambit has much more raw talent than Jubilee does. Jubilee has been able to take 

out small-time thugs and criminals with her martial arts, and can protect herself 

from medium threats, but Gambit has gone toe-to-toe with recognized Martial Arts 

masters like Psylocke, Sabretooth, Daredevil, and Wolverine and come out even or 

ahead. Though he isn't the best in the world (nor even in the running, to be perfectly 

honest) he is far better than relative novices like those you'll find in Generation X 

and the New Mutants, and even tournament-champion martial artists from the 

"civilian" world. Jubilee, on the other hand - though good - probably wouldn’t win a 
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State-level tournament, let alone a National-level tournament. 

 

World-Class Stunts  

Treating stunts like skills, you can vary the effectiveness and skill a hero has with each of 

his skills without increasing his overall power intensity. For example, Nightcrawler could 

have Fusillade as a world-class stunt. This would mean that Nightcrawler receives auto-

trump as if he had a world-class skill for that stunt only, but for the rest of his teleportation 

stunts and the main power itself, he would receive no extra benefit. You could implement 

master-class skills in the same manner if you so choose. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


