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SPONSORS Please support these great companies !

IELLO is a game publisher with headquarters in 
Nancy, France and an office in Las Vegas, Nevada. We 
design a wide range of games for both family and 
core gamers, among which are the award winning King 
of Tokyo® and Ghooost!® from Richard Garfield. We 
Know Games!™

IelloGames.com

Gryphon Games is a publisher of board and card games that 
provide entertainment for the entire family. These engaging 
casual games encourage multi-age play and adapt well for 
use in schools, libraries, and social settings. With dozens of 
titles to choose from, you are sure to find many you will love. 
Choose Gryphon Games for Fast Family Fun!

Eagle-Gryphon.com

R&R Games is one of North America’s most popular family 
game publishers. For 17 years, their focus has been on 
producing light, easy to play products that bring family and 
friends together. Boasting a hilarious and fun-filled catalog 
with titles like Time’s Up!, Pigpile and You Must Be An Idiot, 
R&R truly has... the games you want to play!
RnRgames.com

Looney Labs offers a small line of award-winning fun family games. Our 
mission is to create fun—but it isn’t just that we make fun games— 
our games create fun times! Our biggest hit is a little card game with 
ever changing rules called FLUXX—pick your favorite theme (from 
Zombies to Monty Python to The Wizard of Oz) and get together with 
your family and friends around the table for a game of Fluxx today!
LooneyLabs.com/our-games

TM

Stratus Games is a publisher of high quality casual games 
and the founder of Casual Game Revolution. They are always 
committed to excellence in design, components, and game 
play experience. Their fun line of casual games includes the 
award-winning Gold Mine and Eruption, the hilarious improv 
party game Off Your Rocker, and more.

StratusGames.com
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IELLO
We Know 
Games

T he time is summer 1944. The sun shines on 

Normandy hedgerows. Gent le wind, f ie lds 

of  br ight f lowers,  and in the background, 

the romant ic staccato of  machine gun f i re in the 

morn ing .  I n  these  t yp i c a l  F r ench  coun t r y s i de 

landscapes,  thousands of  men are about to f ight . 

And d ie .  B rave ly  l i ke  he roes ,  o r  coward ly  l i ke 

wussies.  But only heroes real ly matter.  Those you 

see in Hol lywood Golden Age war movies. Here l ies 

the inspirat ion for  Heroes of  Normandie .

A miniatures game without miniatures,  Heroes of 
Normandie  is  a fast -paced WW2 strategy wargame 

insp i red  by  Ho l l ywood war  mov ies  — a  tac t i ca l 

sca le board game opposing two players and two 

armies ,  w i th  the Germans on one s ide and the 

Americans on the other.  P layers use order tokens 

t o  de t e rm ine  i n i t i a t i v e  and  t o  b l u f f .  Wh i l e  a 

s ing le  s i x - s ided d ie  de te rmines  combat ,  ac t ion 

cards are played to spice th ings up. Secret ly p lan 

your  a t tacks  and  ou tw i t  your  opponent .  B lock 

the opposing strategy and surpr ise the enemies. 

Deploy your uni ts and don’t  turn back!

F rench des igners  Yann  and Clem  took Front ie rs 
bas ic game mechanics and added a tweak or two: 

“This gameplay was successful in its t ime, because 

of  i ts  raw eff ic iency,  and many players enjoyed 

coun t l e s s  games  o f  ga l a c t i c  r ampage .  Bu t  we 

wanted to s impl i fy some of i ts  basics ,  and g ive 

depth to its playabil ity (easier said than done). We 

wi l l  g ive you rhythm, we wi l l  g ive you explos ive 

batt les ,  we wi l l  g ive you the pleasure to butcher 
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your enemies through MG42 wal ls  of  lead,  and 

to crush Nazi  p igs under tons of  shel ls .”

Heroes of  Normandie  is  a squad/platoon s ized 

game. As in Frontiers, the game is about opposing 

two armies controlled by a pair of players. These 

armies,  German on one s ide and American on 

the other,  are made of  infantry,  tanks and, of 

course ,  heroes .  Each un i t  has  i t s  own set  o f 

un ique character is t i cs  and sk i l l s  dep ic ted on 

i ts  tokens.  A l l  can be seen at a g lance.

Scenarios become increasingly diff icult ,  and are 

des igned as  tu to r ia l s  to  teach you the  game 

mechanics. Each brings a new tactical challenge. 

Objectives lead players to make tactical choices, 

some wi l l  be successful ,  and others. . .wel l ,  they 

won’t .

The game is publ ished by Devi l  P ig Games  and 

is  be ing d is t r ibuted in the USA by I ELLO .  The 

bas i c  game  f ea tu res  two  U . S .  p l a t oons  and 

two German platoons.  Severa l  expansions wi l l 

soon be avai lab le (Br i t ish p latoons,  Canadian 

p latoons,  U.S .  Rangers p latoons,  ter ra in sets , 

army boxes,  etc . ) .  5
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Here are a few remarks about some of 
the best casual games we have recently 
received for evaluation.

Chris  James
Editor - in -Chief  and Award-
Winning Game Des igner

 GAME REVIEWS 

We a l l  loved p lay ing wi th  bu i ld ing b locks  as  k ids ,  but  La  Boca ,  by 

Z-Man Games,  re int roduces the fun of  bui ld ing b locks in a creat ive 

and chal lenging game that is  great for  casual  gamers of  any age.  In 

the game, players create color fu l  st ructures resembl ing the br ight ly 

painted houses in La Boca,  a neighborhood in Buenos Aires,  Argent ina.

La Boca  features semi-cooperat ive gameplay in  which p layers  work 

together with di fferent partners throughout the game, yet score points 

indiv idual ly to determine a winner.  In each round, partners s i t  across 

f rom each o ther,  work ing  as  qu ick ly  as  poss ib le  to  a r range e leven 

wooden blocks of var ious shapes and sizes into a specif ic three-dimen-

s ional  st ructure.  The structure is  depicted two-dimensional ly on cards that represent a di fferent v iew 

for each player.  P layers may not look at  the opposi te s ide of  the card,  but instead must communicate 

with each other to bui ld a st ructure that matches both players’  v iews. What makes the game espe-

c ia l ly  chal lenging is  that a l l  of  the blocks must be used, and many of  the structures require one or 

more pieces to be hidden f rom view, a l l  whi le f i t t ing within a four-by- four play ing gr id .  Points are 

scored for  the speed with which a structure is  correct ly constructed.  Each player is  partnered with 

a l l  other p layers a certa in number of  t imes,  then the player with the most points wins the game.

La Boca  i s  a  fasc inat ing ,  fun,  and surpr is ing ly  cha l leng ing game that  s t retches spac ia l  reasoning 

and dexter i ty sk i l ls  l ike perhaps no other game. By partner ing up a l l  p layers for  an equal  number of 

rounds,  i t  balances out d i fferent sk i l l  levels ,  making i t  a great opt ion for  a wide range of  p layers .

Avast ,  ye landlubbers!  A l l  ye worthless bi lge rats be walk in’  the plank 

into Davy Jones’  Locker,  savvy? Walk the Plank ,  by MayDay Games, is 

an outrageously fun casual  game in which a crew of bra in less pi rates 

t ry to force the other pi rates off  the plank whi le saving themselves. 

Each player contro ls three pi rate pawns, a l l  of  which begin the game 

ins ide the ship.  Each player a lso has an ident ica l  deck of  ten act ion 

cards.  Dur ing each round, players choose three cards f rom their  hands 

to play face down on the table .  Cards inc lude act ions such as shoving 

or dragging another player toward or away f rom the sea,  moving one’s 

own player toward or away f rom the sea,  and retract ing or extending 

the plank.  One at  a t ime, each player reveals his f i rs t  card and must carry out the act ion,  even i f  i t 

means sacr i f ic ing his own pirate. Then the second and third cards are played, respect ively. Each pirate 

that fa l ls  into the sea is  e l iminated.  The winners are the last  two players with pi rates remaining.

Walk the Plank  was a hi t  among our testers and was requested over and over again.  I t  is  a chaot ic 

game that f i l l s  the uncontro l lable urge to shout pi rate insul ts at  your f r iends.  Whi le there are plenty 

of choices to make, there is no need to over-strategize, s ince the act ions you choose are highly depen-

dent on other players’ choices. For el iminated players, the game goes quickly and is st i l l  fun to watch.
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Pluckin’  Pairs ,  by R&R Games, is  a party game that ,  despi te the cover 

art ,  has nothing to do with chickens.  Instead, i t  is  an interest ing exer-

c ise in human interpretat ion.  P layers lay out on the table an array of 

cards containing pictures of random objects,  then start  the t imer.  Each 

player is  tasked with grouping the cards into f ive di fferent pai rs on 

their  score sheets,  using each card only once. Pairs can be grouped for 

any reason; for  instance,  one player might group a pie with a cookie 

because they are both food, whi le another player might instead group 

the pie with a kni fe because the kni fe is  used to s l ice the pie .  Af ter 

each round, p layers announce thei r  pai rs and score points for  each 

pair according to the number of players who also formed the same pair. 

However,  i f  everyone formed the same pair,  no one scores points .  Thus,  p layers are rewarded for  pre-

dict ing the most popular pair ings, except for those that are obvious enough to be chosen by everyone.

Pluck in’  Pa i rs  i s  a  de l ight fu l  game that  i s  good for  get t ing to  know people  and how they th ink . 

Discussing the reasoning behind each pair ing is  a fun exerc ise that of ten reveals a quirky personal i ty 

t ra i t ,  unknown interest ,  or  s imply a random tra in of  thought .  I t  can a lso lead to a lot  of  laughter.  On 

the downside,  the picture cards are rather smal l  and di ff icu l t  to see unless there is  p lenty of  l ight-

ing and players are seated c lose together.  Regardless,  th is is  a fun party game that is  worth a look.
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In Gunrunners ,  by Dr.  F inn’s Games, p layers take on the ro le of  internat ional 

po l i ce in pursu i t  o f  a  nefar ious arms dea ler.  The ob ject  o f  the game is  to 

conf iscate the most weapons by deploying agents to bust locat ions.  On each 

turn,  weapon crates are randomly del ivered to a locat ion or stored in a ware-

house for  later  del ivery.  The player can choose to ass ign e i ther a probat ion-

ary agent or an undercover agent to a speci f ic  locat ion.  A probat ionary agent 

remains in t ra in ing ( face down) unt i l  i t  is  replaced by another player ’s card 

and deployed to the locat ion.  Undercover agents are deployed di rect ly to the 

locat ion,  but remain face down unt i l  a bust occurs .  Some probat ionary agents 

inc lude a specia l  abi l i ty that can be used only when another player reveals i t . 

When four or more face up agents are at a locat ion, a bust occurs and weapons 

are dist r ibuted to each player based on the tota l  point va lue of  a l l  of  h is agents at  that locat ion.

Gunrunners  is  a fun casual  game with an interest ing theme. The rules feel  a b i t  too deta i led for  such 

a smal l  and re lat ive ly s imple game, but even so,  i t ’s  easy enough to pick up fa i r ly  quick ly.  Winning 

requires careful  p lanning to deploy the best agents to the best locat ions,  and the fact  that specia l 

abi l i t ies can only be used on another player ’s turn keeps players more engaged between turns.

Scripts and Scribes: The Dice Game ,  also by Dr. Finn’s Games, tasks players 

wi th acqui r ing go ld and co l lect ing resources to increase the prest ige 

of  a medieval  abbey.  On a turn,  a l l  of  the dice are ro l led,  one or more 

matching dice are se lected,  and the remainder are passed to the next 

player,  who also selects dice.  The dice cont inue to be distr ibuted among 

players unti l no dice remain. The dice can perform various actions, includ-

ing advancing the player ’s tokens a long a resource or inf luence t rack, 

retr iev ing gold,  or  adjust ing the value of  a resource.  The game also a l lows for  two types of  auct ions 

to take place:  one to purchase resources ro l led,  and another to se l l  accumulated resources.  At  the 

end of  the game, the players who have accumulated the most of  each resource earn gold according 

to the current value of  the resource.  The player with the most gold wins.

There is  a lot  to l ike about th is game. The components and artwork aren’t  groundbreaking,  but the 

gameplay is  fun and wel l -balanced. The passing of  the dice on each turn ensures that a l l  p layers are 

engaged a l l  of  the t ime. The auct ions add an interest ing twist ,  and the abi l i ty to modi fy resource 

values offers a great catch-up mechanism.

Hey Waiter !  is  a casual  game by R&R Games in which players t ry to 

be the f i rst to serve their whole stack of dishes to customers. Stacks 

can be divided to al low a player to serve dishes more eff ic iently, but 

doing so reduces the number of  cards in the player ’s hand. Adding 

a t ray cover to a stack of  d ishes prevents the next d ish f rom being 

served, which hinders the progress of  other p layers .  On each turn, 

the act ive player p lays two cards s ide by s ide,  which together form a new card with a speci f ic  act ion 

to take.  The lef t  card speci f ies the type of  act ion (serv ing or moving dishes,  moving a t ray cover,  or 

ca l l ing a busboy) .  The r ight card speci f ies what color  of  p late or person i t  appl ies to .

This is  a sol id casual  game with nice components and an enjoyable card-combining mechanism that 

offers many options on a turn. The game also offers many trade-offs, yet is relatively simple to learn. 5
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RECOMMENDED GAMES For your casual  game col lect ion

Publ ishers :  would you l ike 
to see your games reviewed 
or added to this l ist? Please 
send 2 sample copies to:

Casual  Game Revolut ion 
7014 E.  Gol f  L inks Rd.  #265 
Tucson, AZ 85730

Azt lán
At lant is
Bazaar
Botswana
Blockers!
Blockers! The Card Game
Blokus
Can’t  Stop
Carcassonne
Cast le Dash
Cast le Panic
Clubs
C razy  C rea tu res  o f  D r. 

G loom

DiceAFARI
Duck!  Duck!  Go!
Erupt ion
Farmageddon
Fi l l  the Barn
For Sa le
Forbidden Is land
Gold Mine
Gunrunners*
Hanabi
Hey Froggy!
Hey Waiter !*
Hive
Hooyah

Incan Gold
La Boca*
Launch Pad
Li t t le Devi ls
Lost  Temple
My Happy Farm
Octopus’  Garden
Pentago
Pizza Theory
Quartex
Rise!
Scr ipts and Scr ibes:  The 

Dice Game*
Slapshot

Square Shooters
S u r v i v e :  E s c ape  f r om 

At lant is !
The Stars Are Right
T h e  Wo r l d ’s  Sma l l e s t 

Sports Games*
Ticket to Ride
Tsuro
Two by Two
Völuspá
Walk the Plank*
WOW: Wor ld of  Words*
Zombie Dice

Casual  Games

Party Games
20 Express
Apples to Apples
Att rAct ion*
Cl ick C lack Lumber jack*
Last Word
Love I t !  Hate I t !
Mad QUAO

Off  Your Rocker
Pluckin’  Pai rs*
ROFL!
Say Anything
Smarty Party
Spot I t !  Party
Snake Oi l

Taboo
Wits and Wagers
Word on the Street

*Newly added

LATEST NEWS From the casual  game industry

• Asmodee has re leased Pix ,  a party game in which players “draw” a c lue using magnet ic  screens 
and pixe ls .  P layers work quick ly and try to use as few pixe ls as possib le to represent the c lue. 
I f  another p layer guesses the c lue,  both the “art is t” and the guesser win a point .

• dV GIOCHI ,  publ isher of  Bang! ,  has re leased The Great Persuader .  In th is party game, two 
“Persuaders” t ry to convince the “Customer” that e i ther thei r  “bad” offer  (“Working as a scare-
crow”) is  good for  h im, or that thei r  “good” offer  (“Winning the lot tery”) is  not what he is 
looking for.  The Customer l is tens to both Persuaders,  then must choose one of  them. In the 
meant ime, a l l  the other p layers bet on which Persuader wi l l  prevai l .

•  Looney Labs has re leased Choose One! ,  a party game in which players t ry to predict  which of 
two concepts thei r  f r iends would prefer  (e .g . ,  outer space or the bottom of the sea,  window 
seats or a is le seats ,  the party versus the af ter-party) .

• Many casual  games were re leased at the 2013 Essen Spie l  fa i r,  held October 24-27 in Essen, 
Germany. Highl ights inc lude Glastonbury  by Franjos,  Cheaty Mages  by AEG, Concept  by Repos 
Product ion,  Tra ins and Stat ions  by WizKids,  and Going,  Going,  GONE!  by Stronghold Games. See 
the Essen recap art ic le in th is issue for  a br ief  preview of each game.

• The Toy Industry Associat ion’s (T IA) 111 th Amer ican Internat ional  Toy Fa i r  wi l l  take place 
February 16-19 in New York Ci ty.  In 2013,  the show att racted an est imated 30,000 industry 
at tendees,  inc luding more than 1,500 manufacturers ,  d ist r ibutors ,  importers and sales agents .

• Pandemic ,  the popular cooperat ive strategy game by Z-Man Games, is  now avai lable for  iPad.
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Charl ie  Hoopes
Founder  of  HoopCAT Games 
and Creator  of  F i l l  The  Barn

BRAND

®

Why I love

(and why you should, too)

Many gamers frown at this timeless 
classic, but it should be revered as an 
opportunity to grow casual gaming.

S ome months a f ter  the re lease of  our  fami ly ’s  f i rs t 

sel f -publ ished game, Fi l l  The Barn ,  our younger son’s 

school  held thei r  annual  hol iday fa i r.  We reserved a 

table as a local vendor, aiming to increase awareness of our 

new fami ly business within our community,  and a lso get a 

few more of our games under local Christmas trees. We were 

showing our game to a mother who was interested, yet not 

convinced. A second mother,  whose fami ly a l ready owned 

the game, walked up behind and enthusiast ica l ly chimed 

in,  “ I t ’s  just  l ike Monopoly ,  only with crops,  and shorter, 

too.”  And based on that Monopoly comparison from another 

owner,  the hesi tant mother dropped her reservat ions and 

was immediate ly swayed to buy our game for her fami ly.



As the game’s designer,  I  was f labbergasted that my 

creat ion had just  been compared to Monopoly .  Yes, 

both are games, and the object  of  both games is to 

earn the most money. Yet ,  as a game maker,  I  would 

argue that the s imi lar i t ies end there.  Monopoly  is 

a ro l l -and-move game, whi le F i l l  The Barn  doesn’t 

even use dice. Monopoly el iminates players from the 

game, whi le in Fi l l  The Barn  there is a mechanism to 

keep everybody playing unti l the game’s end. Fi l l  The 
Barn  only takes 30 minutes to play whi le . . .oh wait , 

re lax ,  deep breath,  the eager mother ’s compar ison 

did ment ion the di fference in play ing t ime.

Despi te my game designer indignat ion,  as a smal l 

fami ly  bus iness owner I  had to pause and take a 

d i fferent  v iew. A parent who was uncerta in about 

t ry ing  our  new unknown game was persuaded by 

another parent ’s favorable compar ison to a known 

game that her fami ly a l ready played and enjoyed. 

That Monopoly  compar ison had just  put our game 

onto another fami ly ’s table .

Many  game des igne rs  and  f requent  casua l  game 

p layers  f rown at  Monopoly .  Fo l low casua l  gaming 

through podcasts ,  b logs,  and socia l  media,  and the 

top ic  o f  Monopo ly  somet imes comes up .  When i t 

does ,  the verd ic t  i s  a lmost  a lways thumbs down. 

Whi le Monopoly  is  not the only c lass ic ,  t radi t ional 

mainstream game that many f requent casual  game 

p laye r s  avo id ,  i t  seems to  be  the  t a rge t  o f  the 

greatest  d isdain. 

Monopoly  cr i t ics offer  s imi lar  l is ts of  weaknesses. 

The str ic t ly ro l l -and-move mechanic has fa l len out 

of  favor because i t  l imits p layer choices — af ter  a l l , 

eve ry  p laye r  wants  to  buy  Boardwa lk ,  ye t  wh ich 

player gets there f i rst  is based purely on the luck of 

the dice.  P layer e l iminat ion leaves the ear ly losers 

with no way to cont inue to part ic ipate in the game. 

The  feedback  loops  work  in  such a  way tha t  the 

leaders just keep gett ing r icher whi le those who lag 

behind eventual ly f ind themselves with zero hope 

that  even the wisest  o f  dec is ions and luck iest  o f 

dice rol ls wi l l  ever put them back in the game again.
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A n d 

w h i l e 

t h e s e  a r e 

o b j e c t i v e 

r e a s o n s  f o r 

c a s u a l  g a m e r s  t o 

c h o o s e  o t h e r  g a m e s 

over Monopoly ,  the emotion 

tha t  comes  th rough  i n  some 

o f  the  c r i t i c i sm ind i ca tes  the re 

i s  s ome t h i n g  d e e p e r  b e h i n d  t h e 

Monopo l y  g rudge .  I  su spec t  t ha t  t he 

Monopoly  f ranchise has come to symbol ize 

g ame r s ’  c o l l e c t i v e  d i s a ppo i n tmen t  a t  b i g 

corporat ions with large market ing budgets that no 

longer innovate,  and instead seek to squeeze more 

do l la rs  f rom consumer  wa l le ts  by  s imply  a l te r ing 

and repackag ing  c lass i c  games w i th  s t rong  sa les 

h i s to r i es .  Today ’s  casua l  game innova t ions  come 

main ly  f rom smal l  companies  wi th  smal l  budgets 

unaf ra id  to  take the r i sk  on someth ing d i f fe rent . 

Monopoly  bashing is  a way for  a l l  the Davids of  the 

gaming wor ld to st ick out thei r  tongues at  Gol iath.

Casual  gamers are just i f ied in thei r  f rust rat ion at 

b ig  corporat ions who choose var ia t ions of  proven 

designs over innovat ion.  Yet let ’s  be careful  where 

we  s l i ng  ou r  s tones .  Expans ion  packs  fo r  newer 

casual games and even Kickstarter rewards also need 

to be evaluated for  thei r  va lue.  Which expansions 

add to  the gaming exper ience o f  the  base game? 

Which are mot ivated more by prof i t  than gaming? 

Even so,  I  am sure that many casual  gamers would 

argue that the Monopoly  f ranchise has successful ly 

repackaged var iat ion af ter  var iat ion at  a leve l  far 

beyond what other games have t r ied.

Nonetheless,  I  bel ieve that to turn our noses up at 

Monopoly  does casual gaming more harm than good. 

Monopoly  remains wildly popular. Whenever we snub 

or cr i t ic ize the game that remains one of  the most 

popu la r  games o f  a l l  t ime ,  we r i sk  g iv ing  a  co ld 

shou lder 

t o  t h e 

v e r y  p l a y e r s 

who  m i gh t  f i nd 

i t  ref reshing to a lso 

pu t  some games  f rom 

Casual  Game Ins ider ’s  l is t 

o f  recommended games onto 

thei r  tables. 

Turning back to my opening experience — 

what i f  I  had corrected that helpful  parent 

to expla in the weaknesses of  Monopoly  as a 

game, had ins isted that my game is nothing l ike 

Monopoly ,  and destroyed the compar ison that had 

just  been made between Monopoly  and my newer,  

unknown game? Would I  have st i l l  made the sale to 

the re luctant mother? Or would I  have a l ienated her 

by insul t ing a game her fami ly enjoyed? Might she 

have walked away doubt ing whether a fami ly who 

enjoyed Monopoly  would a lso enjoy a newer casual 

game such as ours?

To help the casual  gaming community overcome the 
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M o n o p o l y 
g r u d g e ,  I 

think it is helpful 

t o  l o o k  b e y o n d 

the present  f ranch ise . 

Instead, we need to recal l 

the or ig ins of  the game that 

came to be known as Monopoly .

Every game designer dreams of being the 

next A lan R.  Moon (Ticket to R ide) ,  K laus-

J ü r gen  Wrede  (Carcassonne ) ,  K l aus  Teube r 

(Sett lers of  Catan) ,  or  Matt  Leacock (Forbidden 
Is land) .  (As a designer,  I  fe l t  l ike a rock star  for  a 

day when Matt  Leacock once repl ied to one of  my 

tweets with a word of  design advice on cooperat ive 

games). But how many designers dream of being the 

next L izz ie Magie Phi l l ips?

L izz ie Magie Phi l l ips f i rs t  patented The Landlord’s 
Game in 1904. The game developed a cult fol lowing in 

the northeastern United States,  with players adding 

to the rules and renaming propert ies on thei r  own 

h o m e m a d e 

b o a r d s  t o 

match  the i r  c i t y. 

S o m e  t h i r t y  y e a r s 

l a t e r,  an  en t r ep reneu r 

n a m e d  C h a r l e s  D a r r o w 

passed off  the game as his own 

invent ion to Parker Brothers ,  and 

Monopoly  has been on game tab les 

ever s ince.

Lizzie Magie Phi l l ips created a game that is st i l l 

being played over 100 years later. And while today’s 

casua l  gamers may f rown at  outdated mechanics , 

we should g ive th is woman the place she deserves 

in the game design hal l  of  fame. She hi t  on a magic 

fo rmula  tha t  appea led to  gamers  o f  her  e ra .  She 

d id  i t  w i thout  the  in te rne t  to  resea rch  p ros  and 

cons of different game mechanics. She did it  without 

soc ia l  media to bounce ideas off  l ike-minded game 

designers.  She did i t  without computer graphics and 

pr int-on-demand services to easi ly make new copies 

for  interested players .  I ’ l l  consider i t  a success as 

a designer i f  any game I  ever make st i l l  appeals to 

the next generat ion of  casual  gamers 25 years f rom 

now. No matter what you think of  Monopoly ,  we a l l 

need to t ip our hats to L izz ie Magie Phi l l ips ,  game 

designer extraordinai re .

An automobi le enthusiast  can only dream of taking 

a Model  T for  a test  dr ive,  and an NFL fanat ic  can 

only wish for  a t ime machine to s i t  in the stands 

and watch Vince Lombardi ’s  famed Packers play on 

the f rozen tundra.  Casual  gamers don’t  need that 

t ime machine — a l l  we need to exper ience casual 

gaming as i t  was 80 years  ago can s t i l l  be found 

on the she l f  o f  a  nearby s tore .  And the fac t  that 

Monopoly continues to be played after eight decades 

should br ing a smi le to the face of  everyone who 

cal ls  themselves a casual  gamer.  Why?
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Because every Monopoly  game purchased, every 

one that has a place on a game shel f ,  every one 

on the table being p layed,  demonstrates three 

things that are important to our hobby:

1 .  Peop le  s t i l l  en joy  the  exper ience  o f  casua l 

tabletop games.

2.  Games are for  adults ,  too.

3 .  Even the most casual  and infrequent of  game 

players wi l l  to lerate some complexi ty in a game.

People St i l l  Enjoy the Tabletop Exper ience  — In 

th is e lectronic age,  a physica l  game is no longer 

needed to play Monopoly .  Yet  a tabletop game 

offers a face-to-face social experience that virtual 

AI  opponents or onl ine play cannot match. In our 

wor ld of  computers ,  consoles,  and smartphones, 

the endur ing popular i ty of  Monopoly  as a board 

game demonstrates that people are st i l l  seeking 

the around-the-table soc ia l  exper ience.

Adults Enjoy Games, Too  — Monopoly  breaks the 

stereotype that games are only for children. While 

many es tab l i shed mains t ream games cou ld  be 

perceived as pr imar i ly for  chi ldren, i t  is  d i ff icul t 

to force Monopoly  into the category of chi ldren’s 

game.

Tolerance for Complexity — To mortgage a property, 

one must f irst sel l  back houses and hotels at half 

pr ice.  To unmortgage a property,  one must pay 

the mortgage pr ice plus 10%. I f  even the most 

casual and infrequent game players can learn and 

to lerate ru les such as these,  then there should 

be no barr iers in the rules to games l ike Ticket 
to R ide ,  Blokus ,  Forbidden Is land ,  Carcassonne , 

or  any of  the games on Casual  Game Ins ider ’s 

l is t  of  recommended casual  games. Some of the 

ru le complex i t ies in Monopoly  d ispel  the myth 

that the learning curve for  today’s casual  games 

is too steep for  occasional  game players . 

One of  my favor i te Twit ter  handles belongs to a 

York,  UK gaming group, @BMYork.  The name of 

their game playing group is Beyond Monopoly . That 

name welcomes new players by acknowledging 

a game known to a l l ,  yet  indicates there is  so 

much more avai lable for anyone with an interest 

in casual  games. That name uses the Monopoly 
legacy as a launch point for  something more.

Monopo ly ’s  popu la r i t y  and  f ami l i a r i t y  a re  an 

oppo r tun i t y  t o  g row  casua l  gam ing .  How do 

we  cap i t a l i ze  on  th i s  oppo r tun i t y ?  Sha r ing  a 

negat ive opinion on Monopoly  is  l ike ly to bui ld 

a barr ier  others may not want to cross.  Instead, 

next t ime you f ind a Monopoly  p layer or owner, 

t ry  to  extend the inv i ta t ion wi th one of  these 

approaches,  insert ing your favor i te casual  game 

wherever you see the blank:

“ I  s e e  y o u  p l a y  M o n o p o l y .  D o  y o u  a l s o 

play             ?”

“ I f  I  accept  your  inv i ta t ion to  p lay  Monopoly , 

in  re tu rn  wou ld  you be  w i l l ing  to  t ry  a  game 

of              with me? I  could show you how to 

play.”

“ I f  y o u  l i k e  M o n o p o l y ,  y o u  m i g h t  a l s o 

l ike             .”

“Monopo ly  wasn ’t  the  on ly  game invented  by 

somebody in the i r  home.  Have you ever  heard 

of              ?”

Or you can always try this approach: “How would 

you l ike to play             ?  I t ’s  just  as enjoyable 

as Monopoly ,  and shorter  too.”

Nex t  t ime  you ’ re  tempted  to  bash  Monopo ly , 

remember what casual gamers and Monopoly fans 

have in common: we both enjoy p lay ing board 

games .  Don’t  des t roy  that  foundat ion !  Rather, 

look to bui ld on that shared interest .  A f r iendly 

invi tat ion may be a l l  that is  needed to broaden 

thei r  hor izons to the new generat ion of  casual 

games beyond Monopoly .  5
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fair in Essen, Germany, to 
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A s a casual  gamer,  the thought of  at tending what 

is  arguably the largest board game convent ion in 

the wor ld can be a l i t t le daunt ing.

Every year, hundreds of thousands of people descend on the 

western German town of Essen to attend a four day fair that 

showcases the newest board games from around the world. 

Essen represents the most important date in the ca lendar 

of  many publ ishers and they of ten t ime the re lease of  one 

of  thei r  major games to coinc ide with the fa i r.

“Essen is always a lot of fun,” said El isa Obando from Peru, 

who has been coming to the fa i r  every year for  the past 13 

years .  “You f ind an internat ional  envi ronment with many 

games to discover at  a l l  levels .  Above a l l ,  the fa i r  g ives 

you the chance to t ry many games before you buy them, 

to decide i f  they are r ight for  you and the group of  p layers 

that you come with.”

This was the f i rst  t ime I  had been to Essen for  the board 

game convent ion,  and I  couldn’t  help wonder ing whether 

a committed player of  casual  games would actual ly f i t  in 

amongst so many hardcore gamers whose one pr ior i ty for 

the whole year seemed to be going to Essen.

My s l ight  sense of  t rep idat ion was he ightened when we 

turned up at Essen’s Convention Center a quarter of an hour 

before the fa i r  was due to open and saw a heaving throng 

of  people who al l  seemed to know exact ly what they were 

doing and why they were here.

Once the doors opened, we tumbled into the main entrance 

hal l ,  where an explos ion of  co lors rose up f rom the thou-

sands of games that were already laid out and ready to play.

We casual ly ambled a long the rows, marvel ing at  the huge 

var iety of games that were on display. Before the fair,  I  had 

scr ibbled down a dozen or so games that I  qui te wanted to 

t ry,  a l though preparat ion isn’t  necessary and you can just 

wander around unti l  you f ind a game that looks fun to play.

The  f i r s t  game on my l i s t  tha t  we came ac ross  was  an 

involved strategic game cal led Rel ic  Runners .  There was a 

spare table ,  so we sat down and gave i t  a t ry.  We quick ly 

real ized that th is wasn’t  the k ind of  game we were looking 

for,  but at  Essen this doesn’t  real ly matter.

The rules were complex and the game play took some getting 

used to,  but there was someone on hand who could g ive 

a quick and prec ise overv iew of the game. For those that 

Above (top to bottom):  a  crowd 
of  people  enters  the show; 
customers  browse for  Chr istmas 
gifts . 
 
Previous page (c lockwise from 
top- left) :  game players  take 
their  seats  at  tables  in  the main 
hal l ;  an exhibitor  teaches a  new 
game to a  group of  p layers;  a 
g iant  game of  Connect  4  at  the 
Hasbro booth;  p layers  engaged 
in  a  game at  the IELLO booth; 
R2D2 wanders  around the gaming 
hal ls .





don’t  l ike wading through tedious rulebooks,  th is 

is a blessing: you can get up to speed with a game 

in no t ime at a l l  and quick ly decide whether i t  is 

one for  you or not .

There is never any pressure to buy the games that 

you play. This laid-back approach to gaming means 

that the event of ten feels more l ike a board game 

evening at  a f r iend’s house rather than a conven-

t ion.  And, because there are games for  everyone, 

i t ’s  n ice to see ent i re fami l ies and kids having so 

much fun.  The fa i r  is  st rategica l ly held a couple 

of  months before Chr istmas,  so there is  p lenty of 

opportuni ty to stock up on presents .

You can a lso meet many game des igners at  the 

fa i r.  Wander ing around, we soon bumped into Er ic 

M. Lang, the Canadian-born designer of Trains and 
Stat ions  (see the reviews sect ion start ing on the 

next page) .

“My passion is  for  Amer ican-sty le games, but I ’m 

slowly start ing to move back into euro-games,” he 

said.  “ I ’m quite used to appear ing at  fa i rs in the 

U.S., and so it’s nice to come over to Essen and see 

how people apprec iate board games over here.”

Justin Ziran, president of WizKids, which publishes 

Trains and Stat ions ,  added, “What is unique about 

the  Essen  show,  a t  l eas t  f rom a  U .S .  pe rspec -

t ive,  is  that there is  a wide spectrum of casual 

and hardcore gamers.  One of  the f i rs t  th ings that 

you not ice is  how many fami l ies  are wander ing 

around on the Saturday and Sunday. The other day, 

I  demoed one of  our games to a couple in thei r 

60s,  whose chi ldren had al l  grown up. In the U.S . , 

p lay ing board games is of ten bui l t  around a geek 

cul ture,  whi lst  in Germany gaming is  very much a 

part  of  everyday l i fe .”

And i t  is  th is idea of  there being something for 

everyone that gives Essen such widespread appeal.

“ I  wasn’t  sure what to expect at  Essen, but in the 

end I  rea l ly enjoyed my t ime at the fa i r  and met 

some great people,” said Carmine Rossi from Italy. 

“I found everything very relaxed and informal, and 

the fact  that you were able to get instruct ion on 

every game that you played real ly helped. I ’ l l  def -

in i te ly be going next year.”

Left  to  r ight:  Er ic  M.  Lang,  des igner  of  Trains  and Stat ions ;  loading luggage on the Riff  Raff  boat.





G las tonbury ,  des i gned  by  Günte r 
Burkhardt and publ ished by Franjos, 
is  a de l ight fu l  game in which each 
player shops for  ingredients to put 
in to  the i r  mag ic  po t ions .  Ti l es  a re 
la id out on the table in a s ix-by-s ix 
gr id and each player moves around 
the outside of the grid. Players select 
ingredients f rom the column or row 
on which they land. Not only does the 
selected ingredient get added to your 
cauldron, but i t  a lso determines the 
number of spaces that you can move 
nex t  t ime .  Th i s  i s  where  the  l i gh t 
strategy comes in — do you select an 
ingredient that you real ly need or do 
you choose the ingredient based on 
the number that you need to move 
next t ime? There are also a few spells 
that you can pick up on your t ravels 
a round the  boa rd ,  add ing  ano the r 
layer to the game play.  I t  is  a lovely 
l i t t le game that p lays in around 30 
minutes,  but has enough var iety to 
keep things interest ing.  G lastonbury 
is actual ly a reimplementat ion of the 
2001 game Copper Kett le  Company , 
bu t  w i th  enough  new e lements  to 
make i t  a whole di fferent game.



Bett ing games are a lways fun,  even 
more so when the object  of  the bets 
i s  a  ba t t l e  be ing  waged  be tween 
mythica l  creatures.  Cheaty Mages , 
des i gned  by  Se i j i  Kana i  and  pub-
l i shed  by  AEG,  i s  a  ca rd  game in 
which each player takes on the ro le 
of a wizard gambling on the outcome 
of  a f ight between monsters .  What 
makes  th i s  game so  much  fun  i s 
that each wizard can seek to inf lu-
ence the outcome of  the bat t le  by 
cas t ing  spe l l s ,  e i the r  to  he lp  one 
f ighter or hinder another. But judges 
are watching and not a l l  are so to l -
erant of  such blatant cheat ing;  your 
spe l l s  may  be  d i sa l l owed o r  even 
turned against you! Much of the play 
is  in secret .  You do not know whom 
your  opponents  have  be t  on ,  and 
the outcome of many spel ls  is  only 
known at the end of  the bout .  You 
have to  guess  whether  spe l l s  that 
the other mages have cast  aga inst 
a  par t icu lar  f ighter  wi l l  weaken or 
strengthen him. It is a fast, fun game 
played in three rounds.

•	 Sudoku-like	game	
for	1	to	6	players

•	 Many	ways	to	play
•	 Perfect	size	for	travel
•	 High	quality,	translucent	dice

www.Botchee.com
Rolling	the	dice	is	optional™



Many people will be familiar with Twenty 
Questions, in which players have to guess 
a particular object by asking a series of 
Yes or No questions. Repos Production, a 
French company, have come up with the 
idea of taking this popular backseat car 
game and packaging it up in board game 
format. Concept, designed by Gaëtan 
Beaujannot and Alain Rivollet, is played 
out on a board that consists of dozens 
of pictorial clues. The drawing of notes 
and coins, for example, could indicate 
“money”, “rich” or “expensive”. Players 
select a word or phrase from a game 
card, and then use colored counters to 
suggest to the other players what the 
word or phrase could be. The game is 
very rich in variety, and counters of dif-
ferent colors can be used to add sub-
concepts that clarify the main concept 
being sought. This game is extremely 
easy to learn and most people pick it 
up almost without thinking. It is one 
of those games that plays particularly 
well with a large group of people, with 
players trying to shout out the correct 
answer at the same time as colored 
tokens are frantically being shuffled 
around the clue board.

Train games seemed all the rage at Essen, 
but one in particular stood out, both for 
the speed in which it can be learned and 
the depth of play once the basic rules have 
been mastered. Trains and Stations, 
designed by Eric M. Lang and published 
by WizKids, is a commodity develop-
ment game in which each player takes on 
the role of a rail baron. The game is set 
in North America during the age of the 
steam engine. Players must erect buildings 
to extract resources and establish deliv-
ery routes to turn resources into profit. 
There are elements of Ticket to Ride in 
the game, but the winning component is 
the way in which dice are used to estab-
lish delivery routes. Every train symbol 
rolled can be added to a delivery route. 
As soon as all spaces on a particular route 
are filled, that delivery has been completed 
and resources are awarded. There is also a 
cooperative element. Some routes are so 
long that players may find it easier to work 
together to complete them. Each player has 
a limited number of dice, so the more that 
are used for delivery the fewer that can be 
rolled on the next go. Easy to pick up and 
quick to play, this game is definitely going 
to prove popular among casual gamers.



I  have always been a big fan of those 
casual  games where a l l  p layers have 
thei r  go at  the same t ime, provid ing 
that the rules are s imple enough not 
to  in te r fe re  wi th  the f low o f  game 
play. Going, Going, GONE! ,  designed 
by Scott  Nicholson and publ ished by 
Stronghold Games, t icks a l l  the r ight 
boxes .  Learned in only a couple of 
minutes and fast  to  p lay,  th is  is  a 
game that wi l l  prove a durable addi-
t i on  to  any  casua l  games  cab ine t . 
P layers are at  an auct ion and have 
to bid on the cards that they want 
by  th row ing  co lo red  cubes  in  one 
o f  f i v e  po t s .  Howeve r,  t he  speed 
of  p lay  means that  i t ’s  not  a lways 
easy to see exact ly how much your 
opponents  are b idd ing .  As soon as 
the  auc t i on  i s  ove r,  t he  auc t i on -
eer  shouts  “GONE!”  and p laces the 
auct ion paddle  over  the f ive  cups . 
No  fu r the r  b ids  can  take  p lace  in 
that round. Cards are then ass igned 
according to who placed the highest 
b id on them. The idea is  to get the 
biggest collection of cards by the end 
of the game. Frantic, fast and fun. 5

CDMC3k is the latest chopstick dexterity game 
from Mayday Games!  In CDMC3k 2-3 contestants 
fight to retrieve custom shapes from the treasure 
bowl.  DO you have the skills to be the next 
CHOPSTICK CHAMPION 3000!!!  CDMC3K is a quick 
fierce family friendly game that everyone can 
enjoy.  With only seconds to set up and minutes to 
play it is a great board game before or after 
dinner with friends and family!



James Floyd Kel ly
Ful l - t ime Technology Writer, 
Part -t ime Swashbuckler

Are you a board game fan with one or more kids? Do you find your child frequently 
eyeballing all those wonderful boxes on the shelves? Have you ever caught your child 
opening up a board game and pretending to play? Do you wish you had a nickel for every 
time you’ve heard “I wanna play this one?”  Kids love to play games — this isn’t any big 
surprise. It’s still our job as parents to help filter what games are suitable for our kids 
based on their age, maturity, and reading abilities, but if you’re looking for some 
suggestions for introducing board games that have passed your test 
to a younger audience, here are ten for your consideration.

Rulebooks can often be int imidat ing,  so 

put  yourse l f  in  the shoes  o f  a  younger 

player as you examine the rules. One great 

way to introduce a new game is to turn 

the rulebook into a game i tse l f .  Star t  out 

by mixing al l  the components ( i f  possible) 

and let the young player separate out the 

pa r t s ;  th i s  i s  a  g rea t  way  fo r  a  young 

player to become fami l iar  with the types 

of  cards and tokens and how players can 

be dist inguished f rom one another.

Next ,  move on to the layout of  the game 

board  and/o r  component  loca t ions  and 

le t  the  young  p laye r  se t  up  the  game. 

I f  you f ind samples of  gameplay in the 

instruct ions,  set  those up and play them 

out — reading the rules is  one thing,  but 

actual ly playing the sample scenarios has 

an increased chance of  st ick ing in long-

term memory.

Play Through the Rulebook



Most k ids are go ing to love any chance 

to p lay a more advanced game,  so g ive 

i t  to  them! I f  you’ re  in t roduc ing a  new 

game, i t ’s  best to go s low — and one of 

the best ways to do this is  to break up a 

larger,  more complex game into smal ler 

mini -games.

Mini -games wi l l  of ten require a bi t  more 

planning on your part ,  as you’ l l  want to 

bypass the in i t ia l  setup of  the game and 

instead create a scenar io that  at tempts 

to teach a few of the rules in one s i t t ing. 

Look at a game and try to determine what 

parts of the gameplay fal l into the early to 

middle port ion of the game where players 

are col lect ing resources or t ry ing to gain 

contro l  of  key posi t ions.  Your mini -game 

here  may cons is t  o f  push ing  fo r  young 

players to reach object ive goals such as 

a cer ta in number of  cards or  p ieces on 

the board.  L ikewise ,  you could jump to 

the  end game and se t  up a  conc lus ion 

scenar io based on a previous game you 

have played; th is wi l l ,  of  course,  require 

that you document each player’s inventory 

and  pos i t i on  i n  the  game so  you  can 

repl icate i t  eas i ly.

Break Things Up Into Mini-Games

D o - O v e r s  a r e  p r o b a b l y  a  u n i v e r s a l 

c on s t an t  when  i t  c omes  t o  k i d s  and 

games .  Le t ’s  face  i t :  young p layers  a re 

o f ten  ove rwhe lmed the  f i r s t  t ime  they 

play a new game, and they miss th ings. 

The key here isn’t  to dwel l  on the missed 

opportunit ies ,  but instead turn them into 

a  l e a rn ing  oppo r tun i t y.  Ro l l  ba ck  t he 

c lock,  so to speak,  and let  young players 

replay a part icular  port ion of  a game so 

they ’ l l  be t te r  unders tand a  mis take  o r 

missed opportunity and how it affects the 

remainder of  the game. 

Don’t Forget the Do-Overs
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One way to keep f rom taking one step forward fo l lowed by two steps back is  to l imit 

the number of  Do-Overs .  I  g ive my son three tokens when he’s learning a new game and 

al low him to cash one in when he wishes to t ry a di fferent st rategy,  p lay a di fferent 

card,  or  even ro l l  the dice again.  I f  you’re going to a l low Do-Overs in your game, come 

up with a solut ion that won’t  add too much t ime to the overa l l  length of  the game but 

wi l l  offer  up chances to learn f rom a mistake.

This can be a bi t  d i ff icu l t  with complex games, but for  card games one of  the best ways 

to help young players get a grasp of  the game mechanics is  to let  them choose thei r 

deck versus a random distr ibut ion. You can even go one step further and help them pick 

out the r ight mix of  cards that wi l l  g ive them a good game exper ience.

For board games that re ly on property col lect ing,  there’s nothing wrong with provid ing 

young players with a leg up by g iv ing them an in i t ia l  batch of  game pieces,  money,  or 

cards before the game starts .  A lso,  consider breaking l imits i f  you f ind they might be 

f rustrat ing to a young player.  For instance,  for  the f i rs t  few games of  Cast le Panic ,  I 

al lowed my son to have a maximum of eight cards (versus six). It disrupted the complexity 

of  our f i rs t  few games, but i t  a l lowed him to get the hang of  mental ly stepping through 

the upcoming turns to see what cards might be useful  to t rade to other p layers . 

Stack the Deck

Today’s cooperat ive games are immensely popular, 

espec ia l ly  wi th young gamers.  The “We Al l  Win or 

We Al l  Lose” format of  games l ike Forbidden Is land 
i s  eas ier  to accept for  younger k ids who might not 

have the maturity to handle a loss. But not al l  games 

are cooperat ive.  I f  you’ve got a young gamer who is 

dead set on playing a more advanced game where 

there can be only one winner,  p lay ing by the basic 

ru les is  l ike ly to end with a young gamer v iewing a 

great game as a real  st inker and never want ing to 

play i t  again.

One  o f  the  bes t  ways  to  hand le  a  complex  “one 

winner” game is to turn i t  into a cooperat ive game. 

For a victory condit ion game, al low the young player 

to combine forces with another player to reach that 

cond i t i on .  C rea te  “ resur rec t ion”  ru les  tha t  a l l ow 

a player to br ing back an e l iminated player to the 

game.  My son is  a lso a l lowed to  use h is  Do-Over 

tokens to  ask  fo r  adv ice ,  so  he ’ l l  f requent ly  use 

them to get a look at  my cards and his and get my 

best suggest ion for  how to beat me! 

Beat the Game Together
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I  l ike games that have bui l t - in deadl ines,  be i t  Elder S ign  or  Dungeon Rol l .  But my son 

absolute ly hates them. HATES them. In my exper ience,  I  f ind that younger game players 

are of ten overwhelmed at certa in points in a game where mult ip le decis ions must be 

made. Add a countdown t imer to the mix that they need to pay attention to, and you may 

wind up with young players who just f reeze up and can’t  make a decis ion (or decis ions) 

when they are most cr i t ica l  to surv iv ing or winning a game.

Take one of  our favor i te games to play together :  Escape!  The Curse of  the Temple .  This 

game can use a sand timer, but we use an MP3 audio f i le I  play from my phone. At various 

points in the game, the drums beat faster  and a gong is  heard,  meaning the players are 

supposed to race back to the start ing point for  safety.  My son s imply wants to grab a l l 

the gems and get out of  the temple without the pressure of  a t ime l imit .  For the f i rst 

f ive or s ix  games, that ’s exact ly how we played, too.  Af ter  he had a sol id grasp of  the 

dice mechanics for  the game and didn’t  have to focus sole ly on his ro l ls ,  he began to 

see that the game was a bi t  more fun with the t ime l imit  tossed in and the occasional 

rescue of  Dad who had lost  a l l  h is d ice to bad ro l ls .

Skip the Timer

I  absolute ly hate th is one,  but my son sure does love i t .  I f  he hasn’t  used any of  h is 

three Do-Over tokens,  I  wi l l  a l low him to cash them al l  in and trade posi t ions with me. 

By offer ing him this opportuni ty,  I ’ve observed that not only does he focus on his own 

hand or posi t ion in a game but he’s a lso doing the math on my posi t ion and try ing to 

f igure out i f  i t ’s  worth saving his tokens instead of  asking for  a Do-Over.

The abi l i ty to change s ides can be f rustrat ing to you (or another exper ienced player) 

when you’ve careful ly navigated a game to put yoursel f  into a winning posi t ion only to 

have i t  yanked away. Again,  I  come back to the goal  of  th is ar t ic le and that is  to help 

your young gamer acc l imate to a new game and to become a better  gamer.  Switching 

s ides a l lows the young gamer a short - term victory,  but the long-term effect  is  a young 

player gain ing a more sol id understanding of  v ictory condit ions or the value of  certa in 

cards,  propert ies ,  or  other key game factors .

Switch Sides for the Win

This one’s a no-bra iner to most parents — i f  a 

chi ld isn’t  ready for  the big-boy rules,  you play 

the  game any  way  you can  to  max imize  fun , 

inc luding and up to making up new rules and 

toss ing out  the ent i re  ru lebook,  i f  necessary. 

You must be careful  to expla in to young gamers 

that the rules change as they get o lder,  or  e lse 

you face the unpleasant job of having to try and 

change a rule that’s been cemented by too many 

years and too many wins.

Toss Complex Rules or Cards
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In games l ike F luxx ,  I ’ve gone so far  as to remove the “bad” cards (ca l led Creepers) 

complete ly.  And in games l ike Dungeon Rol l ,  I  know which Hero cards maximize XP at 

the end of  the game and I  let  my son pick f rom those.  (Wel l ,  I  d id. . . I  don’t  let  h im do 

this anymore as he’s become quite the expert  p layer at  Dungeon Rol l  and beats me quite 

of ten with no rule modi f icat ions.)

Changing v ictory condit ions can be done before the game starts ( just  make certa in a l l 

p layers know about the rules change) or on the f ly.  I f  you f ind a game is gett ing a bi t 

long, there’s nothing wrong with coming up with an impromptu victory condit ion towards 

which to race.  ( I t ’s  up to you to decide whether to lean the v ictory condit ion c loser to 

the young gamer’s current posi t ion.)  L ikewise,  creat ing a s imple e l iminat ion condit ion 

can help wrap up a game quick ly.

For very young players ,  you’re going to f ind that most of  them simply do not have the 

pat ience for a game that lasts an hour or more.  I t ’s  best to prepare ear ly for an “out” to 

the game. And don’t  forget :  for  k ids,  a t ie is  better  than a loss.  There’s nothing wrong 

with changing a win condit ion to be mutual ly benef ic ia l  to a l l  p layers .  I ’m cont inual ly 

surpr ised at how bad my son feels when he wins and I  lose — kids want everyone to win!

Change the Win Conditions

When my son f in ishes a game, he tends to want to run off  to his next act iv i ty,  and I ’m 

often f ine with that .  But when I ’m teaching him a new game, I  t ry to hold his at ten-

t ion a bi t  longer by asking him some quest ions about the game he just  p layed. What 

was your favor i te part  of  the game? What didn’t  you l ike? What did you f ind confusing? 

Whi le i t ’s  great to focus on the fun parts of  the game, don’t  ignore the bumps in the 

road. I f  your young player encountered di ff icu l t ies ,  th is is  a great t ime to t ry and iden-

t i fy those areas of  confusion or f rustrat ion (or both) so you can better  help him or her 

the next t ime you play.  Even better,  you can t ry to ident i fy s imi lar  games that might 

provide your young player with more pract ice or at  least  reduce the r isk of  them dis-

l ik ing a game that you are play ing too of ten.  5

Don’t Forget the Post-Game Discussion
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G A M E  I N D U S T R Y
F U L L  T I M E I N  T H E

Michael  Mindes
Founder,  Tasty  Minstre l 
Games (TMG)

The path from game enthusiast to full -t ime game publisher 

is  a  notor iously  d i ff icult  one — but  not  impossible.

was star ted in March of  2009.  S ince 

t h en ,  we  ha ve  pub l i s h ed  a  l a r g e 

number of  games and seen amazing 

success. Recently, we released Dungeon Roll to a wide audience 

af ter  funding the game for over $250,000 on Kickstarter  with 

10,078 backers .  Now with Dungeon Rol l  on reta i lers ’  shelves, 

we are cont inuing to see an amazing response.

TMG
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But th is isn’t  about the success 

of  Dungeon Rol l ,  i t  is  about how 

I  got here.  This art ic le sets out 

to answer the quest ion,  “Why is 

TMG where i t  is  now?”

I t  must have started when I  was 

about 6 years old, when my father 

t augh t  me how to  p l ay  Chess . 

Maybe i t  was the t ime with my 

father,  maybe i t  was an inherent 

love of games — either way, I  was 

hooked.

Sure,  I  p layed other games, but 

Chess  was fantast ic  for  me — the 

possib i l i t ies ,  the batt le of  wits , 

and the combinator ia l  capabi l i ty 

of  the pieces.

I  j o ined  the  Chess  t eam a t  my 

e l e m e n t a r y  s c h o o l ,  s t a r t e d 

a t t e n d i n g  t o u r n a m e n t s ,  a n d 

c on t i nued  t o  l o v e  t h e  g ame . 

My love of  Chess  h i t  i ts  peak in 

m idd l e  s choo l  and  cu lm ina ted 

wi th my at tending the Nat iona l 

Junior High Chess Championships. 

I  performed wel l ,  but I  was never 

s u p e r - ama z i n g .  F o r  t h o s e  o f 

you  wonder ing ,  w i th  ex tens i ve 

p r a c t i c e  a n d  e f f o r t ,  I  c o u l d 

probably play at  an expert  level 

now.

But things changed for me in 1993 

when I  was introduced to Magic : 
The Gather ing  by a fe l low Chess 
p laye r  a t  my midd le  schoo l .  I t 

was amazing.

I continued playing Magic through 

m y  t e e n a g e  y e a r s  ( h e a v i l y 

through age 21) ,  compet ing,  and 

was quite good. I  p layed in 3 Pro 

Tours and even won some money, 

but I  never real ly broke through 

into the profess ional  scene.

Of course, this doesn’t mention the 

v ideo games and arcade games. 

I  loved a l l  k inds of  games,  and 

as a resul t  I  knew that I  wanted 

to make games (v ideo games at 

the  t ime)  and  looked to  s tudy 

toward  tha t  goa l .  A t  f i r s t ,  you 

needed a col lege educat ion (but 

I  was 15!) .  Then the bar moved 

up  and  you  needed  a  co l l e ge 

educa t ion  and exper ience ,  and 

then the exper ience requirement 

kept moving up.

I t  wa s  c l e a r  t h a t  I  wou l dn ’ t 

catch up to the ever increas ing 

requirements to enter into making 

v ideo games; and besides,  I  was 

heavi ly addicted to v ideo games 

l ike Diablo 2 ,  Ult ima Onl ine ,  and 

so forth. My studies of what would 

be needed to make such games 

suffered ( i f  i t  even started) ,  but 

I  was learning through play more 

about what made a game popular.

S o o n ,  t h e  y e a r  2 0 0 0  c a m e 

around, a long with my discovery 

o f  Eu rogames (and subsequent 

l ove  o f  them) .  I t  s t a r t ed  w i th 

Sett lers of  Catan  and cont inued 

with games l ike Carcassonne  and 

Puerto Rico . I bought Carcassonne 
before i t  won the SdJ  (Spie l  des 

J ah res  o r  Ge rman Game o f  the 

Year) ,  but I  d id not know at that 

t ime what the SdJ  was.

I fell in love with the simplicity of 

the rules, the depth of game play, 

the strategic game play opt ions, 

and the var iety of  games I  could 

consume.  I  looked at  games as 

an art i f ic ia l ly  created system in 

which I  would try to f ind opt imal 

exchanges. My addict ion to video 

games eased up, and was instead 

replaced with board games.

The puzz le  o f  f i gur ing  out  how 

bes t  to  p lay  a  game was  what 

th r i l l ed  me .  I  became good  a t 

f i g u r i n g  t h i s  o u t .  I  “ b r o k e ” 

severa l  publ ished games, and in 

Left :  Seth Jaffee prepares  the TMG booth at  Gen 
Con.  Right:  Michael  Mindes and Seth Jaffee f l ip  a 
deck of  Eminent  Domain  cards  into the a ir .
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the future, when testing games to 

be publ ished, I  would a lso break 

many of  those games.

I  was a gamer.  100% to the core a 

gamer, and there was nothing that 

I  wanted to be doing more in my 

l i fe than making or sel l ing games. 

S o ,  how  d i d  I  t r ans i t i on  f r om 

be ing a  gamer  to  be ing a  game 

publ isher?  I  get  th is  quest ion a 

lot, and I always answer the same 

way:

I  just  started.

A t  the  t ime ,  I  had a t  l eas t  two 

decades  o f  e xpe r i ence  p l ay ing 

g ames ,  t e s t i n g  g ames ,  t r y i n g 

“ i m p r o v e m e n t s ”  t o  e x i s t i n g 

games, and so forth.  I  knew what 

made  a  game someth ing  tha t  I 

personally l iked. I knew that there 

wasn’t  real ly a formal educat ion 

in the publ ishing of  games, and I 

thought that I  could successful ly 

do i t .

So ,  I  j u s t  go t  t o  work  f i gu r ing 

i t  ou t .  I  t hough t  abou t  wha t  I 

buy and what needs to be done 

to  move  f rom concep t  t o  f i na l 

product del ivery.  Once I  out l ined 

that ,  I  just  started ca l l ing people 

and emai l ing  peop le  to  t ry  and 

f i l l  i n  t h e  b l a n k s  o f  h ow  t o 

per fo rm each s tep .  I  needed to 

l ea rn  about  manufac tu r ing ,  a r t 

creation, industry standard deals, 

d ist r ibut ion,  del ivery,  and much 

more.

Most  peop le  wou ld  f ind  th i s  to 

be a barr ier,  and i t  certa in ly is .  I 

did a lot of research. I  spoke with 

loca l  p last ic  manufacturers ,  box 

makers,  ar t is ts ,  game designers , 

g ame  pub l i she r s ,  d i s t r i bu t o r s , 

and industry veterans.  I  s tudied 

me t hod s  o f  o n l i n e  ma r k e t i n g 

and traff ic  generat ion,  inc luding 

search engine optimization (SEO), 

emai l  l is ts ,  opt- in pages,  pay per 

c l ick (PPC) ads,  analyt ics ,  and so 

forth.

I loved every minute of the learning 

process.  Even before having the 

publ ishing exper ience that I  have 

now,  I  f e l t  tha t  I  was  un ique ly 

ski l led to publ ish games. Today, I 

have a much better understanding 

o f  many aspects  o f  the process 

and have forgot ten more than I 

knew when I  star ted.

S t i l l ,  when I  s ta r ted ,  I  had the 

fo l lowing going for  me:

• I  love value creat ion processes, 

e s p e c i a l l y  w h e n  a p p l i e d  i n 

bus inesses .  I  am fasc ina ted  by 

them even more so than by games.

•  I  h a v e  t o n s  o f  e x p e r i e n c e 

playing games of numerous types, 

s u c h  a s  c l a s s i c s ,  c o l l e c t i b l e 

c a r d  g a m e s  ( C C G s ) ,  v i d e o 

games, arcade games, massively 

mu l t i p l aye r  on l ine  ro l e -p l ay ing 

games (MMORPGs) ,  ro le -p lay ing 

games (RPGs), tabletop miniature 

games,  Eurogames,  card games, 

d i c e  g ame s ,  d e x t e r i t y  g ame s 

( inc lud ing  spor t s ) ,  and more .  I 

know what I  l ike and I  know what 

others l ike,  as wel l .

•  I  unde r s t and  how  t o  s e l l  a 

p roduc t  by  show ing  somebody 

why they want i t .

•  I  have exper ience mainta in ing 

t rust  with customers f rom being 

a f inancia l  advisor.

So,  real ly,  I  just  started.

I  didn’t  get a job with an exist ing 

publ i sher  to  learn more .  A t  the 

t ime, I  had two chi ldren to feed 

and  n e eded  a  s t e ad y  i n c ome 

from being a successful  f inancia l 

advisor (which I  had). Now I have 

four children. So, I started in what 

l i t t le free t ime I had, between my 

ca ree r  tha t  demanded  fo r t y  t o 

sixty hours per week and spending 

t ime with my young fami ly.

R e a l l y,  i t  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n 

impossible to accomplish without 

the full support of my wife. I think 

that part ia l ly she just wanted me 

to stop dreaming of  being in the 

game bus iness and to  jus t  g ive 

i t  a shot as long as I  could st i l l 

provide for  our fami ly.

S ince I  p lanned to publ ish many 

games over many years, I  decided 

that I  needed a way to reach our 

ex is t ing customers on a regular 

bas i s .  I  l ooked  a t  us ing  “bu l k 

emai l  market ing” and decided i t 

was great because I  could reach 

Belfort :  The 
Expansion 
Expansion , 
an add-on to 
the popular 
strategy 
game Belfort , 
publ ished in 
2011  by  TMG.
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peop le  when I  needed to ,  most 

people regularly check their email 

(especial ly true for gamers!) ,  and 

I  could bui ld a re lat ionship with 

many  peop le  a t  the  same t ime 

wi thout  invest ing  an inc reas ing 

amount of  t ime for an increasing 

amount of  people.

This last  point was a key factor 

for  me. I  needed methodolog ies 

which would scale wel l .  That is to 

say,  a successful  proven method 

for marketing and communication 

t h a t  wou l d  n o t  r e qu i r e  mo r e 

t ime f rom me as the number of 

people served increased. To th is 

day,  reaching TMG fans v ia emai l 

is  a top reason for  our success. 

W i thout  tha t ,  we  wou ld  no t  be 

in  as  good o f  a  pos i t ion  as  we 

are now.

Of  course ,  i t  wouldn’t  matter  i f 

you can reach previous customers 

and fans i f  you make bad games. 

Tha t  i s  why  we spend a  l o t  o f 

t ime in the discovery of  games, 

des ign ing ,  deve lop ing ,  and pre-

press process of  games (hooray 

for  Seth Jaffee who handles most 

of  th is ! ) .  We value intr iguing and 

fun game play that is bui l t  on top 

o f  s imple  (or  re la t ive ly  s imple)

rules. We tweak, change, and test 

many iterations of the same game 

unt i l  we bel ieve that  a game is 

the best that i t  can be.

We then work closely with talented 

ar t is ts  that  wi l l  make the game 

look great whi le a lso making the 

game eas i e r  t o  use ,  p l ay,  and 

understand. Then we work closely 

w i th  the  manufac tu re r  to  make 

su re  tha t  none  o f  the  bene f i t s 

f rom the art  process are lost .

E v e n t u a l l y,  w h e n  t h e  g a m e s 

a re  f i n i shed ,  we  w i l l  ge t  them 

shipped to the USA, and sold to 

reta i l  s tores that then sel l  them 

to the consumer.  I t  can be a long 

process,  but i t  is  very rewarding.

I  hope  tha t  you  have  en j oyed 

th i s  po r t i on  o f  my s to ry  about 

what TMG does and how we have 

go t t en  t o  whe re  we  a r e  now. 

We  l o v e  g ames ,  a nd  we  l o v e 

mak ing  games .  We  ge t  e x c i t ed 

when people have fun and ga in 

enjoyment f rom playing what we 

have  b rough t  t o  l i f e .  We  l ook 

forward to publ ishing many more 

games that you wil l  love for years 

to come. 5
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