
Puzzle Hunts

Or, What I Do When I Should Be Doing Research



Solve The Abstract Puzzle? 🍫
- Ever thought "Gee, I don't have enough problems in my life, where can I find some more?"

- XEBEC, OUTRE, and JEJUNE get stuck in your everyday vocabulary from doing crosswords in 
your sleep?

- Perhaps you want to go from feeling like the stupidest person on Earth to feeling like Einstein 
within the span of 5 minutes.

- Enthused by none of the above but would like to be bribed with free prizes?

Run, don't walk, to x836 this Friday to learn about (and solve) all kinds of puzzles, experience 
befuddlement, and potentially win some chocolate*!

*Terms and conditions apply (oh, and by the way, have you noticed this abstract is a puzzle?)



Congratulations, you’re an…

- Ever thought "Gee, I don't have enough problems in my life, where can I find some more?"

- XEBEC, OUTRE, and JEJUNE get stuck in your everyday vocabulary from doing crosswords in 
your sleep?

- Perhaps you want to go from feeling like the stupidest person on Earth to feeling like Einstein 
within the span of 5 minutes.

- Enthused by none of the above but would like to be bribed with free prizes?

Run, don't walk, to x836 this Friday to learn about (and solve) all kinds of puzzles, experience 
befuddlement, and potentially win some chocolate*!

*Terms and conditions apply (oh, and by the way, have you noticed this abstract is a puzzle?)



…jk not really

- But reading the first letter of each line is a technique that comes up in puzzles 
more often than you might think!



What Is a Puzzle Hunt?

- A series of puzzles that you solve, typically in teams
- If you solve the final puzzle first you win!
- The puzzles might be in multiple rounds 
- Each round will contain a metapuzzle, incorporating the answers to all the 

puzzles in that round
- It’s possible the hunt also has a metametapuzzle, incorporating the answers to 

all the metapuzzles! 



What Is a Hunt Puzzle?

- A puzzle that typically provides no explicit instructions on how to go about 
solving it

- BUT there need to be enough clues
- The answer will be a word or phrase in the English* language
- No other rules! Can consist of

- Text
- Images
- Music
- Video
- etc…



What Isn’t A Hunt Puzzle?

Sudoku. You know how to solve it and the answer isn’t a single word.



What Isn’t A Hunt Puzzle?

A random keysmash I decided translates to “WORD”. But you have no way of 
knowing that.



Anatomy of a Hunt Puzzle

Title. You know what this is.



Anatomy of a Hunt Puzzle

Flavor text. Not usually this long. Typically provides clues.



Anatomy of a Hunt Puzzle 🍫

Body. The thing you need to solve.



Solution 🍫

Not the answer! Puzzles often have multiple intermediate steps.



Solution

Final answer :)



Metapuzzle Example



Metapuzzle Example



What Puzzle Hunts Are Out There?

- Puzzled Pint (newbie level!)
- free!

- MIT Mystery Hunt (gigachad level!)
- also free! 

- And so many more in between with varying
- Cost
- Number of puzzles/expected duration
- Difficulty level
- Puzzle types
- Team sizes

- My personal favorite - Puzzle Boat
- Typically archives of hunts are still available/solvable after the hunt is over



How to Get Good™ At Puzzle Hunts

- Doing puzzle hunts
- Solving with people who are more experienced/know things you don’t
- Reading through solutions if you’re entirely stumped
- Knowing how to Google - the CS way

- All online tools are okay to use!

- Listening to the rest of this talk 😎



Nikoli Puzzles

- Pop up from time to time as a sub-step of a hunt puzzle



Common Codes



Codes Can Be Hinted At Using Flavor Text 🍫



Codes Can Be Hinted At Using Flavor Text 🍫



Indexing

- You know what this is already!
- MUTT 2, BASKETBALL 7, CHINA 1 → UBC
- Just remember - indexing is 1-based and not 0-based in hunts :)
- And spaces don’t count when indexing into multi-word phrases  



If You See A Number…

- …often it’s one of two things
- an index into a word/phrase that you need to find
- the length of a word/phrase that you need to find
- sometimes, a puzzle will give you both numbers, sometimes just the index as 

the length isn’t crucial for solving
- sometimes the numbers aren’t obvious and you need to figure them out in 

other ways!



ISIS

- A now unfortunate puzzle acronym
- Identify

- What is the content? Usually some media that you have to track down

- Sort
- Is there a natural sort order for the content? If so, that’s probably it
- This step is not always required for all puzzles of this general type

- Index
- Are there numbers or hints towards numbers that you can use to index?

- Solve
- Put all the letters you’ve indexed together to get the answer



ISIS - Identify



ISIS - Sort 
 

The Hidden Staircase

The Bungalow Mystery

The Secret of the Old Clock



ISIS - Index
 

The Hidden Staircase - 
2 The Bungalow Mystery 

- 3

The Secret of the Old 
Clock - 1



ISIS - Solve
 

The Hidden Staircase - 
2

A

The Bungalow Mystery 
- 3

T

The Secret of the Old 
Clock - 1

E



Count Everything

- The number of things there are can give you a clue towards what steps you 
should take

- 26 things? Maybe they correspond to the alphabet
- Same number of things in two sets? Maybe they should be paired



Let’s Solve Together (kind of - this actually has 14 clues)



1. What are the clues referring to? 🍫



2. What do the numbers mean? 🍫



3. What is the final answer? 🍫

EAT THE RICH BAND



The End!

- UDLS Puzzle Hunt Part 3?
- jk… 
- unless… 👀


