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Gamelyn Games, founded by Michael Coe and 
best known for their Tiny Epic games, delivers 
thought provoking, high quality, and affordable 
products with top-notch customer service.

GamelynGames.com

Mayday focuses on light, family-
friendly games like Get Bit!, Walk 
the Plank, Click Clack Lumberjack, 
and Coconuts, plus some strategy 
games like Bootleggers and Viceroy. 
We also manufacture an extensive 
line of card sleeves and accessories.

MaydayGames.com

Cheapass Games is a small but 
mighty tabletop game publisher. 
They’ve been designing quirky, in-
expensive games for 20 years. Look 
for deluxe games, cheap games, 
and free games at their double-
secret website Cheapass.com.

Cheapass.com

Game time is quality time! Our 
four award-winning games have 
gone from our kitchen table to 
homes in many countries. When 
you want an engaging, portable, 
fun game, remember Grandpa 
Beck’s Games!

GrandpaBecksGames.com

Green Couch Games, founded by 
game designer Jason Kotarski, 
makes great little games that 
make great big connections; 
specializing in easy-to-learn 
card games for families, gamers, 
and families of gamers.

GreenCouchGames.com

TM

Stratus Games publishes quality 
casual games for bright minds! 
Their fun line of games includes 
the award-winning Gold Mine 
and Eruption, the hilarious 
improv party game Off Your 
Rocker, and more.

StratusGames.com

SPONSORS

Bezier Games, Inc. publishes award-winning 
party and strategy games, including One Night 
Ultimate Werewolf, Suburbia, Castles of Mad King 
Ludwig, Terra, and Favor of the Pharaoh.

BezierGames.com
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Looney Labs was founded in 
1996 by Kristin and Andrew Loo-
ney. Our mission is to create fun! 
We publish Fluxx, Just Desserts, 
Loonacy, and games for Looney 
Pyramids.

LooneyLabs.com

Founded in 2010, Cryptozoic En-
tertainment, Inc. is a premier 
developer and publisher of origi-
nal and licensed board games, 
card games, collectibles, comics, 
and trading cards.

Cryptozoic.com

Blue Orange Games is a leading 
creator of tabletop games that 
excite and challenge all ages. 
The company is driven to inspire 
families to “unplug” and connect 
over a game.

BlueOrangeGames.com

SPONSORS

Ultra PRO International is a leading 
manufacturer of tabletop games & ac-
cessories based in California. Ultra PRO’s 
Entertainment Division publishes a va-
riety of strategy and deck building card 
games under the brands Jolly Roger 
Games and Stone Blade Entertainment.

UltraPRO.com

Daily Magic Games is a designer-friendly and cus-
tomer-focused publisher specializing in casual ta-
bletop games that are easy to learn and play, yet  
layered with strategy and depth.

DailyMagicGames.com

Calliope Games publishes family-friendly tabletop 
games, including Tsuro and Roll For It!. Calliope games 
are carefully crafted so kids and adults can play on 
equal footing — fun and affordable for folks of all ages!

CalliopeGames.com

Thank you! Casual Game Insider 
wouldn’t be possible without our 
generous readers. Everything we 
do, we do it for you.

We have lots of great content in 
store for you in this and future 
issues. We hope you enjoy it!



Designer Scott Almes has proven time and 
again that he is a renaissance man, able 
to create wonderful games using a variety 

of themes and concepts. Most recently, Almes has 
partnered with Calliope Games (Tsuro, Roll For 
It!) to reveal the summits of Dicey Peaks. In 
this adventure dice game, players make 
tough choices in a race to reach 
the top of a fabled mountain, 
avoiding the hazards of 
nature and sinister yetis.

SPONSORED COVER STORY

ExploringExploring

with Scott Almes

65



“I’ve played games for as long as I remember,” Almes recalled. “In college, I learned 
a little game called The Settlers of Catan and my love for the hobby just grew!” It 
was then that he discovered he could actively contribute to his new hobby. “I’ve 
always been a tinkerer at heart. When I started to get really into the gaming hobby, 
I felt the need to give designing a try.” 

Almes sought a way to meet a demand. “The  Tiny Epic  ser ies developed due to a hole in my gaming col lec-

t ion,” he expla ined. “ I  love to t ravel ,  but i t ’s  hard to throw big box games into a bag.  So,  I  had a desi re to 

design games that gave a big exper ience in a t iny box.  The game I  star ted with was Tiny Epic K ingdoms ,  and 

i t  has grown to many others .” Publ ished by Gamelyn Games, A lmes’ Tiny Epic  ser ies is  now a phenomenon, 

sport ing leg ions of  fans.  “ I  love designing in the Tiny Epic  space,  but I  a lso love explor ing games outs ide 

that space.  I  f ind i t ’s  important to keep creat ive and try di fferent th ings.”

Almes’ newest t i t le is  Dicey Peaks .  “ I t ’s  a push-your- luck dice game where you are managing r isk versus 

reward,” Almes expla ined. “A major concept is  managing oxygen. When you’re ro l l ing,  you want to race up 

the mountain,  but c l imbing uses a lot  of  oxygen. Decid ing when to rest  and replenish your oxygen, and 

when to spr int  ahead makes you walk a t ightrope.  The other twist  is  the mountain i tse l f .  Each space you 

land on is a t i le  that needs to be f l ipped over — for  better  or  worse.  Explor ing the mountain and avoiding 

the dangerous parts is  a b ig part  of  the game.” 

The  game concept  c l imbed to  even lo f t i e r  he igh ts  in  the  des ign 

process .  “The t rack was or ig ina l ly  just  a  scor ing t rack in the 

shape of  a  mounta in ,”  descr ibed A lmes.  “My wi fe  had the 

br i l l iant  suggest ion of  putt ing hazards or  act ions on the 

t rack to make i t  more interest ing.  I f  the dice would land 

you on a t r icky space,  you knew you had to push a bi t 

further.  The fo lks at  Cal l iope ran with the concept and 

we s ta r ted  to  tes t  face -down t i l es  tha t  you had to 

explore. It al l  came together nicely, and I’m very happy 

with where i t  ended up.”

Almes enjoyed the coupling between design and 

publ isher.  “Dicey Peaks  f i ts  Cal l iope’s brand 

per fec t l y.  The  game i s  ve ry  s imp le  w i th 

just  a couple ru les,  and is a great fami ly 

f i l ler. I t ’s a game that can be enjoyed by 

the whole fami ly,” A lmes said.  “Plus, 

i t  works as a nice short  game for the 

more hardcore gaming group to start 

or  end a night with.  Those k inds of 

games f i t  r ight into Cal l iope’s wheel-

house ,  which is  why I ’m g lad they 

decided to publ ish i t .”  5
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GAME REVIEWS

Disc la imer:  We received compl imentary rev iew copies of  the games featured here.

Ice Cool
School is cool! At least it is when you’re a penguin.

I ce Cool  is  a dexter i ty game in which you f l ick your 

penguin around the penguin school .  The game box 

conta ins  a  ser ies  o f  s l i ght ly  smal le r  boxes nested 

ins ide i t ,  a l l  of  which connect to create the penguin 

school .  Each player se lects a colored penguin piece, 

and each round one pengu in  i s  chosen to  be  the 

Catcher.  The goal  of  the Catcher is  to bump into the 

other penguins ( the Runners) and take thei r  student 

ID cards. The players who control the Runners attempt 

to  co l l ec t  f i sh  by  f l i ck ing  the i r  pengu ins  th rough 

doorways — there are three f ish avai lable for  each 

Runner to col lect .  Once a f ish is col lected, the player 

d raws a  f i sh  ca rd  tha t  de te rmines  the  number  o f 

points earned. These cards usually remain secret unti l 

the end of  the game — however,  two one-point cards 

can be f l ipped over in order to earn an extra f l ick .

The round ends after any Runner has col lected al l  his 

f ish or the Catcher has taken the student ID cards 

f rom al l  the players .  Every player then draws a f ish 

card for  each student ID card that they’re current ly 

hold ing.  A new player is  chosen to be the Catcher 

and another round begins.  The game ends once each 

player has been Catcher once (or twice in a two player 

game).  F ish cards are then revealed and the player 

with the most points wins.

There is  a lo t  o f  f lex ib i l i ty  wi th how you f l i ck the 

penguins,  and the ru lebook g ives you t ips on how 

to move them stra ight ,  in a curve,  or  even how to 

have them jump over wal ls .  Not a l l  the moves are 

easy  to  do  r i gh t  o f f  the  ba t ,  bu t  pa r t  o f  the  fun 

is  that  moment when you f ina l ly  get  your penguin 

to go just  where you wanted or  the f i rs t  t ime you 

successful ly jumped a wal l .  This can make i t  harder 

for new players, but the bit of randomness in the f ish 

cards helps to keep the game a bi t  more balanced.

Whether you’re chasing f ish or chasing penguins, the 

game is fun,  a l i t t le wacky,  and a lot  of  fun.  I t ’s  one 

of those games that reminds you of being a kid whi le 

st i l l  remaining chal lenging and having a lot  to offer 

both chi ldren and adults .

Naomi Laeuchl i
Game Reviewer  and 
Casual  Game Groupie

MSRP: $30 
Designer: Brian Gomez 
Publisher: Brain Games 
2-4 players, ages 6+, 30 mins.
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Valeria: Card Kingdoms
Compete against your fellow Dukes for power over the country of Valeria. But will you gain control through 
land, through citizens, or by defeating the monsters that plague the country?

In Valeria: Card Kingdoms, each player is dealt two duke 

cards and chooses one, discarding the other. Each duke 

card gives you special scoring bonuses and you keep it 

secret until the end. Five monster decks and ten citizen 

decks are chosen and placed on the table, along with 

five randomly dealt stacks of domain cards.

Each turn, two dice are rol led. Any cit izen activates 

whose number matches either die or the combined dice 

result. Each cit izen has two activation abil it ies, one 

that happens if activated on your turn, and one that 

happens if activated on another player’s turn. If none 

of your citizens activate after a roll, you may select one 

resource from the bank.

On your turn, you take two actions. You can choose 

to buy a citizen or domain, fight a monster, or take a 

resource of your choice from the bank. There are three 

resources: strength, gold, and magic. Gold is used to 

acquire domains and citizens, while strength is used 

to fight monsters. Magic can be used in place of either, 

as long as it is played with one of the resources it 

is supplementing. Each citizen belongs to one of four 

types. In order to purchase a domain card, you must 

have a certain combination of citizen types as well as 

enough gold. Each domain card gives you a perk for 

purchasing it. The monsters also give you a reward for 

defeating them.

After all the monsters are slain, all domain cards are 

bought, or enough of the stacks have been exhausted, 

the game ends and players count up their victory points. 

Both domains and monsters are worth a certain number 

of points. But your duke might give you a bonus for the 

number of citizen types you control, or the number of 

resources you have.

The rulebook is a bit thick, but only because it wants 

to make absolutely certain you understand everything —

the rules themselves are fairly straightforward. Earning 

resources on every turn keeps the pace fast and means 

you always have something to do when your turn comes 

around. There are many potential strategies for you 

to choose from. If you’re looking for a slightly heftier 

game that stil l feels light and easy to learn, Valeria: 
Card Kingdoms is an excellent choice.

MSRP: $50 
Designer: Isaias Vallejo 
Publisher: Daily Magic Games 
1-5 players, ages 13+, 30-45 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    S p r i n g  2 0 1 7 9 5



Phone Phever
A trivia game in which you don’t actually have to know anything? Where looking up the answer on your 
phone isn’t cheating? Sounds perfect!

Phone Phever is less about knowing the facts and more 

about being able to look them up quickly. In the game, 

you rol l  the die and move your piece that many steps 

closer to the smartphone store. I f  you land on a text 

message, you fol low its instructions and move your 

piece forward or back a certain number of steps. I f 

you land on a red space, a Phact or Phict ion card is 

drawn. These are true or false questions which you 

must answer without the use of your phone. I f  you 

land on a yel low space, you draw a Phun Phacts card 

and read it aloud to al l  the other players. Everyone, 

except you, may use their smartphone to look up the 

answer to the question. The f irst player to correct ly 

answer it gets to rol l  the die next. I f  a player answers 

the question incorrectly, he has to wait unti l  al l  other 

players have attempted an answer before trying again.

Your piece can also land on a green space, in which case 

you draw a Phever Challenge card. Everyone participates 

in  the Phever  Cha l lenge and the cha l lenge a lways 

requires the use of your phone. You might need to be 

the f irst player to take a picture of the game and set it  

as your phone’s wallpaper, or the first to find an image 

online of a professional athlete holding a phone. The winner 

of the challenge gets to roll the die next.

The final space on the board is the smartphone store — once 

you reach it you must win a Phever Challenge in order to 

win the game.

The roll and move gameplay isn’t groundbreaking, but it is 

nice to find a trivia game that doesn’t leave you feeling dumb 

for not knowing the answer. Also, a nice addition to the game 

is that it allows you to remove question categories that you 

don’t want to play with. Don’t enjoy answering questions 

about music? Those can be easily taken out of the game.

Though the game works best using smartphones, it is 

technically possible to play it using laptops or tablets 

instead. However, you would have to skip some of challenges 

— you can’t, for instance, pass a laptop through one of your 

shirt sleeves and out the other.

If you want a trivia game without the pressure of actually 

having to know anything, or you love the thrill of racing other 

players to complete a task, Phone Phever is a lot of fun.

MSRP: $30 
Designer: [Uncredited] 
Publisher: WV Games 
3+ players, ages 13+, 30-60 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    S p r i n g  2 0 1 75 10



Epic Roll
Take on the role of a brave adventurer, slay evil monsters, and race to destroy the vile Lich in Epic Roll, a 
press-your-luck dice game with plenty of fantasy.

Each player chooses to be the Wizard,  Warr ior,  or E l f . 

On your turn,  you start  with s ix heal th points .  You 

move your token one space on the board and ro l l  a 

d ie to determine which monster you wi l l  be f ight ing. 

You then rol l  one die for the monster and one die for 

your hero. Dice results can result in a hit ,  double hit , 

blocks, or blanks. You and the monster each lose one 

point of health for each unblocked hit  your opponent 

ro l l s .  I f  you’ re  both s t i l l  a l i ve  a f te r  th is ,  you ro l l 

again.  The f ight cont inues unt i l  one of  you reaches 

zero  hea l th  po in ts .  I f  you lose ,  you re turn to  the 

start .  I f  you win,  you draw a t reasure card and may 

choose to move another space on the board or pass 

your turn.  But  because you won’t  rega in your lost 

heal th unt i l  your next turn,  you have to be careful 

not to push yoursel f  too far.

You may only hold two treasure cards at 

any one point .  Depending on the card, 

you can p lay  i t  as  a  h i t  aga ins t  a 

monster or  a b lock,  use i t  to heal 

one point of  damage, or  use i t  to 

cance l  out  the e ffec t  o f  another 

player ’s card.

Ha l fway  a l ong  t he  boa rd  i s  a 

l e ve l - up  space .  F rom now on , 

the  monste rs  a re  more  d i f f i cu l t 

to defeat .  For tunate ly,  i f  you are 

defeated in battle, you will return to 

the halfway point rather than to the 

start .  You wil l  also rol l  a special power 

die each t ime you attack. Rol l ing a star 

allows you to activate your character’s special 

abi l i ty, such as heal ing one point or del ivering an 

extra hit .

The last  space on the board is  the L ich,  the 

strongest and most powerful  monster in the 

game. The f i rst  p layer to defeat i t  wins.

A great deal of thought has been put into balancing 

the classes and making them unique. Not only are the 

special abi l i t ies specif ic to each class, but so are the 

dice you rol l . For example, the Elf’s die has no blanks, 

but i t  cannot hit a monster for two points of damage; 

the Wizard has the highest chance of rol l ing a double 

hit ,  but cannot block. While a lot of luck is involved 

in the resolution of each battle, players also 

must make tact ical choices as to which 

cards to play and when, as wel l  as 

how long to continue their turn.

Epic Rol l  is  l ight ,  portable ,  and 

easy  to  lea rn .  Unfo r tunate ly, 

i t  on ly  suppor ts  up to  three 

p l a y e r s ,  wh i ch  make s  i t  a 

l i t t le less f lex ib le ,  but i t ’s  a 

lot  of  fun and a good f i t  for 

smal ler  game groups.  So ro l l 

the dice and hunt the L ich!

MSRP: $25 
Designer: Jon Nord, Matt Nord 
Publisher: Summon Entertainment 
2-3 players, ages 14+, 15-20 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    S p r i n g  2 0 1 7 11 5



Spyfall
“Did you see those feathers?” What feathers? Were they on a bird or a costume? Better figure it out fast 
if you want to blend in. That’s the key concept in Spyfall, where one player has to figure out where he is 
based on the questions everyone else is asking.

There are thir ty locat ions. At the start of each round, 

a location card is dealt to each player so that they al l 

have the same locat ion,  except one player who wi l l 

secret ly  rece ive a spy card.  An e ight minute t imer 

i s  se t ,  and p layers  take turns ask ing one another 

quest ions. After you’ve answered a quest ion, you get 

to ask the next one.  You can ask anybody anything, 

except the player who just  asked you. The key is  to 

choose quest ions that are vague enough that i t  wi l l 

not t ip off  the spy as to the locat ion,  but which wi l l 

make i t  c lear that you know what the locat ion is  and 

a lso help you f igure out which p layer  doesn’t .  For 

instance,  i f  you are on an a i rp lane,  you might ask 

another player how they l ike the food. I f  the player is 

a spy, she might suspect that you’re in the restaurant 

locat ion and say that  the food is  g reat  (which,  o f 

course,  usual ly isn’t  t rue of  a i rp lane food).

At any point during the eight minutes, each player may 

stop the timer once to accuse another player of being 

the spy. Everyone votes (except the accused) and if 

there is unanimous agreement, then the round ends 

and the spy reveals himself. The players win if they 

were right, otherwise the spy wins. The spy can also 

stop the clock to accuse another player, or to reveal 

himself as the spy and guess the location.

If the timer expires, each player takes turns accusing 

someone of being the spy as described above. If every 

player has made an accusation and there is no unani-

mous vote, the spy automatically wins.

Each location card also has a special role l isted on it. 

Players can agree ahead of time to play with them, in 

which case you have to answer questions in the charac-

ter of these roles. This adds a little difficulty, and spices 

things up after you’ve already played several times.

Spyfall is a fantastic choice for players who want all 

the logic, mind games, and people reading of social 

deduction games without any of the arguments 

or debates. It’s quick, it’s fun, and it’s 

truly unique.

MSRP: $25 
Designer: Alexandr Ushan 
Publisher: Cryptozoic Entertainment 
3-8 players, ages 13+, 15+ mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    S p r i n g  2 0 1 75 12



For a complete l ist ,  v is i t  CasualGameRevolut ion.com/games

OTHER RECOMMENDED GAMES

Roll For It!
Dice, luck, and fun: Roll For It! has it all. It’s the 
perfect game for when you’re on the go, or just want 
a relaxing game session after a long day.

Three score cards are placed in the center of the table. 

Each card shows what numbers you have to roll with 

your dice in order to claim it .  Every player has six 

uniquely colored, miniature dice. On your turn, you 

rol l  them and may choose to commit as many dice 

as you wish to the score cards. Each die may only be 

committed to one card and must match one of the 

numbers shown on that card. On your next turn, you 

will only roll the dice you have not committed, though 

at the start of each turn you may choose to recall all 

your committed dice. Once a player has matched all 

the numbers shown on a card, they place that card in 

their score pile and a new score card is drawn. The 

harder a card’s numbers wil l be to match, the more 

points it’s worth. The first player to reach 40 points 

wins the game.

If you have two sets of Roll For It! you can play with 

up to eight players. However, the game is best with a 

small group, in which you don’t have to wait long for 

your turn and the gameplay is fast. The rules are simple 

and the varying difficulty of the cards offers some fun 

strategy mixed in with the roll ing fun. 5

MSRP: $15 
Designer: Chris Leder 
Publisher: Calliope Games 
2-4 players, ages 8+, 20-40 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    S p r i n g  2 0 1 7 13 5



In a tile-laying game, players place cardboard, plastic, or wooden tiles onto the table, 
constructing a “board” as they play. The earliest example, Dominoes, with its multiple variant 
rule sets, dates back to the Middle Ages. The forgettable board game titles of the 20th century 

were overshadowed by a handful of perennial favorites, Scrabble being one of the heavyweights, 
and a tile-laying game to boot. 

For decades, tile laying was reserved for word games and Dominoes variants. There were a few 
exceptions—in the 1990s, I was a frequent player of Games Workshop’s DungeonQuest, whereby 
players explored an emerging dungeon populated with monsters. Tile laying was the core 
mechanism of the game. But my true introduction to this style of game came from Carcassonne, 
a modern predecessor of the tile-laying genre. In the years that followed, I saw tile laying used 
time and again in contemporary titles, each of which placed a clever twist on the mechanism.

This article explores the myriad of possibilities that the tile-laying mechanism provides for game 
designers, and the wide range of experiences it offers players.

Adam Porter
Game Des igner  & Keen Curator 
of  Boardgame Mechanics

How to Tile 
a Table Top:
Ten Categories of 
Tile-Laying Games



Real-time Tile Laying

Route Building

In a real-time game, players race against a clock, sand timer, or 

other players, taking actions freely without a system of player 

turns. In Galaxy Trucker, we spend the first half of the game 

building a spaceship, then spend the second half watch-

ing it fall apart as it is pummeled by asteroids. The 

game involves timed tile-laying with players racing 

to grab the best components from the table and 

construct the most durable machine. Mondo is 

a game about building a map of the world, 

again racing to grab tiles before the other 

players can use them.

1

2

Route-building games incorporate roads, rivers, or paths 

enabling playing pieces to travel around the board or table. 

Tsuro features players placing tiles representing curved 

paths which compel the playing pieces to fly around the 

board. This is a route-building tile game at its simplest. 

Sheep & Thief is a rare example of a tile-drafting game using 

the same pass-and-play mechanism as games like 7 Wonders 
and Sushi Go! In this game, cards are used as tiles to form 

a network of roads. Sheep move along these roads trying 

to reach scoring positions and protected areas where they 

can’t be rustled by the thieves. 

Many of the most popular (and complex) route-building 

games are train games, frequently using tiles to form railway 

tracks. Examples are Martin Wallace’s Steam and many of the 

games in the 18XX series (1829, 1830, etc.). Wallace revisited 

Steam in 2016, taking the core concepts and creating the very 

accessible (and beautiful) route-building game, Via Nebula.



However, tile laying can take on darker themes of disaster 

and destruction. In The Downfall of Pompeii and the similarly 

themed Eruption, tiles are used to destroy the board. Players 

place lava tiles across the board in an attempt to mess up 

their opponents’ plans. Survive: Escape from Atlantis! uses 

a similar mechanism, only in reverse. Here the board is 

populated with tiles from the outset and they are removed 

throughout the game to represent a sinking island leaving 

poor, helpless islander meeples to swim for survival.

Destruction

Living Board

Exploration

3

4

5

In games which utilize a living board, tile placement creates 

a dynamic environment where the playing area evolves 

throughout the game. Tiles might be compelled to move around 

the board, or stack on top of one another. The cooperative 

game Forbidden Desert features tiles which move with the 

blowing of the wind. They can even become buried beneath 

other stacks of tiles representing deep sand dunes, making 

inaccessible the items players are searching for.

Dominant Species sees players placing different types of 

habitat tiles, which will be beneficial to some players and 

detrimental to others. Players can then add resource tiles 

to alter the desirability of a certain location, or even stack 

tundra tiles on top of other tiles representing the oncoming 

ice age. It’s a complex, strategic area-control game with a 

constantly mutating board.

DungeonQuest is an exploration tile-laying game, where tiles 

make up a series of corridors, secret rooms and catacombs 

within a fantasy dungeon. Each turn involves placing new 

tiles and seeing what lies ahead. However, exploration is not 

reserved for high-fantasy thematic gaming. Tikal is a classic 

tile-laying game where players explore a jungle placing tiles 

to reveal treasure and temples.
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In the purest tile-laying games there is no board and generally 

no theme beyond some superficial artwork. Bananagrams is a 

word game where players produce an interconnected series of 

words by placing tiles onto the table in the manner of a cross-

word puzzle. Qwirkle was a Spiel Des Jahres winner several years 

ago. Here, players place tiles into a shared grid, scoring points 

for matching either color or shape. Voluspa works similarly but 

introduces special powers which activate on the placement of 

the tiles. Mops Royal is a very simple introductory game into the 

tile-laying genre, with a similar central mechanism to the Spiel 

Des Jahres nominee Karuba — each player is given an identical 

tile to work with, but they are creating their own personal grid 

of tiles, so the players’ strategies tend to quickly diverge.

Tile Laying on a Board

Individual Tableau

6

7

8

In the examples above, there are several games where 

tiles are laid directly onto the table (Mops Royal, Qwirkle, 
Forbidden Desert) and several others where tiles are laid 

onto a board (Dominant Species, Galaxy Trucker, Tikal). Many 

games which use a board for tile-laying feature particularly 

desirable spots for players to compete over, for example the 

“Double Word Score” spaces of Scrabble. Others use a board 

to limit available space. In a game of Tigris and Euphrates, 

the tension comes from knowing that the growing connected 

regions of tiles are eventually going to have to contact each 

other, bringing players into conflict.

In Quadropolis, Glen More, Castles of Mad King Ludwig, 

and Isle of Skye, players connect their own tiles to create 

a tableau which is personal to them. These examples all 

feature activation and scoring of tiles dependent on what 

other tiles are positioned around them. Such games do not 

tend to feature interaction between players in the tile-laying 

portion of the game, but instead they frequently incorporate 

a dynamic marketplace, or clever drafting mechanism for 

gathering tiles. Kingdomino is a delightfully simple example, 

with a brilliant mechanism for selecting tiles without adding 

complexity; the playful title gives a nod to its Dominoes 
ancestor. Honshu introduces a trick-taking phase as the 

method of obtaining tiles. Keyflower sits at the other end 

of the spectrum, with a complex series of player interac-

tions (auctions, worker placement, resource management) 

driving the placement of the hexes.

Pure (Abstract) Tile Laying
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More direct interaction between players can be achieved in 

a shared tableau. This is where players place tiles onto a 

communal grid. The shared-tableau games tend to differ from 

tile-laying on a board, because rules dictate that all tiles 

must be placed such that they are immediately in contact 

with the grid, bringing players into competition and potential 

conflict from the outset. 

The most famous tile-laying game within the modern board 

game hobby, Carcassonne, uses this mechanism as do each 

of its multitude of spin-offs and expansions. Cacao is a more 

recent example of the genre. Takenoko is a beautiful game 

where players build a colorful bamboo garden (home to a 

hungry panda), placing tiles on a shared grid then activating 

them to grow bamboo canes by strategic placement of a 

gardener figure.

Tessellation is the use of geometric shapes (think Tetris), 

interlocking to score points in various ways. An example 

is the abstract strategy game Blokus. This is an underused 

mechanism which occasionally crops up as a minor feature 

in a larger game, for example the placement of buildings in 

Arkadia or Princes of Florence. But it can be satisfying when 

used as the central mechanism in a game: Uwe Rosenberg’s 

Patchwork is a stunning two-player tile-laying puzzle game 

where players compete to produce the most beautiful 

quilt! Rosenberg revisited tessellation as a mechanism twice 

in 2016 — in the heavy strategy game A Feast for Odin, 

tile-laying is a core feature. Cottage Garden revisited the 

lighter gameplay of Patchwork, but this game is playable for 

1-4 players with a delightful flower bed construction theme.

Shared Tableau

Tessellation

9

10

Of course, many of the games I have mentioned could fit into 

several of my definitions — inevitably, categorizing is not an 

exact system — but it is evident that tile-laying is a versatile 

tool. It can be used to create a game of high interaction 

and conflict, or a game of multi-player solitaire. It can be a 

process of building and construction, or something a little 

more destructive. It can be used in an entirely abstract 

puzzle game, or something extremely thematic. Needless to 

say, we’ve come a long way since Dominoes. 5

Adam Porter is a game designer based in Wales, UK. His YouTube 
channel, Adam’s Boardgame Wales, contains vlogs, top 10 lists, 
and reviews about boardgames. Follow Adam on Twitter at 
@boardgamewales
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I first met Peter Jacobson over 15 
years ago. We were both regulars in 
the Minnesota Star Wars Collectible 

Card Game scene, and we crossed paths 
at plenty of tournaments. Peter always 
stood out to me. Some people were there 
to compete. Others were there to hang 
out with friends. Still others wanted to 
continually hone and refine their playing 
skills. But Peter—possibly more than 
anyone else in the scene—just seemed 
intent on having fun.

Dann Albright
Freelance  Journal ist  and 
L i fe long Board Gamer

F r o mMinnesota
to :Madras

Building a Board 
Game Library



A n d  n o t  j u s t  h a v i n g  f u n ,  b u t  m a k i n g  s u r e  t h a t 
everyone there  was  having a  great  t ime,  too.  He’s  a 
good-natured guy,  a lways  smil ing (barr ing s i tuat ions 
where the game hangs in the balance of  a  part icular ly 
t r icky play)  and ta lk ing to players  both old and new. 
He very  obvious ly  had a  pass ion for  p lay ing games . 
And that  pass ion has  fo l lowed him across  the  wor ld 
and become a  very  rea l  par t  of  h i s  profess ional  l i fe .

Peter  and his  wife ,  Al l i ,  no longer  l ive  in Minnesota . 
In 2013,  they dec ided that  they wanted something 
new,  so  they moved f rom Bel le  Pla ine ,  a  smal l  town 
whe re  t h ey  bo th  had  t e a ch ing  j ob s ,  t o  Chenna i 
(formerly known as Madras).  It’s  India’s fourth-largest 
u rban  cente r,  cove r ing  ove r  165  square  mi l e s  and 
hous ing over  7 ,000,000 people .  Cal l ing the  change 
overwhelming i s  l ike ly  a  gross  unders tatement .

But  the  Jacobsons  found a  new home in  Ind ia ,  a s 
we l l  a s  n e w  po s i t i on s  t e a ch ing  a t  t h e  Amer i c an 
International School of Chennai (AISC). It’s  a diverse 
school  that  caters  to  the  chi ldren of  American and 
internat ional  parents  l iv ing in  the  c i ty.  Classes  are 
conducted in Engl i sh,  and the school  p laces  a  s t rong 
emphas i s  on  mul t i cu l tura l i sm.  The  schoo l  i s  bu i l t 
upon four C’s :  Col laborat ion,  Courage,  Compassion, 
and  Crea t iv i ty.  And nowhere  i s  tha t  more  ev ident 
than in  the  l ibrary.

Not Your Average Game Library

The school library at AISC looks nothing like the library 
you remember from your school years. In fact, it’s not even 
called a library—a few years ago, it was rebranded as the 
Collaboration & Inquiry Center (CIC). A modern trend 
for libraries is expanding their role beyond simply books. 
Now libraries are also maker spaces, robotics labs, and 
programming centers, helmed by those who take a much 
more hands-on, collaborative role with students.

Peter works in the CIC 
as the high school media 
specialist, helping the high 
school students of AISC take 
advantage of the library’s many 
books, databases, and facilities. 
And not only that, but he’s 
been expanding the CIC’s 
contents to include something 
you might not expect to see in 
a school library, especially in 
India: board games.

“One of my passions is games,” Peter explained. And games 
are a clear match for the mission of the CIC. They’re “highly 
collaborative and rely on a great deal of problem solving—
and, at times, inquiry—to explore the possibilities within a 
game’s rules and parameters.” If you’ve played modern board 
games, it’s probably a sentiment you agree with, even if you 
haven’t thought about it that way before. “The CIC seemed 
to be a natural fit for including games for students to explore 
these aspects of their growth and development as learners.”
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Learning with Dracula

Looking at  the games in the col lect ion as  a  whole, 
it’s clear that they were all  chosen for a 
reason. They’re al l  quite interactive (at 
least compared to heavy European-style 
games ,  which  are  o f ten  denigra ted  a s 
“multiplayer solitaire” games) and most 
have interesting themes that will  appeal 
to high school students—though Jacobson 
notes  that  many of  the teachers  in the 
school  are  a l so board game enthusiasts 
and check them out for their own class-
rooms, as well. 

Whi le  AISC might  not  be  the  f i r s t  inst i tut ion to  see 
board games  integrated into school  l i fe ,  i t  might  be 
the f irst  to official ly include anything other than spe-
ci f ica l ly  educat ional  games or  more tradit ional  t i t les 
l ike Monopoly ,  Scrabble ,  Clue ,  Boggle ,  and Risk .  There 
are certainly lessons to be learned from these classics, 
but  modern board games  of fer  a  s igni f icant ly  r icher 
and more  diverse  p lat form for  teaching.

Monopoly ,  for  example ,  may teach s tudents  how to 
manage the i r  money,  but  i t  a l so  teaches  them that 
ruthless ly  bankrupt ing the i r  opponents  i s  the  only 
way to  v ic tory.  The Se t t l e r s  o f  Catan ,  on the  other 
hand,  requires  p layers  to  engage  in  t rades  that  are 
mutua l ly  benef ic ia l—and so  s tudents  l earn  to  ca l -
culate  whether  or  not  a  par t icular  t rade  i s  l ike ly  to 
g ive  them more of  an advantage  than an opponent .

Ta k e  C l u e  a s  a n o t h e r  e x a m p l e :  t h e  a l g o r i t h m i c 
p rob l em so l v ing  requ i red  to  w in  the  game  i s  the 
foundat ion of  myriad other  sk i l l s ,  e spec ia l ly  in  the 
increasingly programming-oriented world of  science, 
technology,  and math education.  But Fury of  Dracula 

Not Your Average Game Library
Peter focuses on award-winning 
games that are age-appropriate 
for the high-school level 
students. A variety of modern 
classics are in the Center’s 
collection. Students build 
cities in Carcassonne, settle 
new lands in The Settlers of 
Catan, plan train trips through 
the United States in Ticket 
to Ride, and construct great 
civilizations in 7 Wonders. 

There are a number of more recent 
titles as well, such as Pandemic, 
in which students strive to defeat 
potentially world-ending pathogens; 
Castles of Mad King Ludwig, which 
sees players building castles room-
by-room; and Tokaido, which offers 
a tour of Japanese culture along 
the East Sea Road. When games 
can integrate with the school 
curriculum—like using Civilization 
as an example for a social studies 
class, or Evolution for biology—it’s 
even better.

Of course, not every game has to 
connect with a class. Fury of Dracula, 
Betrayal at House on the Hill, Dead 
of Winter, King of New York, and 
the Game of Thrones Living Card 
Game (LCG) might be a stretch 
for educational purposes, but they 
certainly reward problem solving, 
communication, and planning skills. 
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A celebratory card game

     Test your racing skills!

Maker of these exciting games...

A micro game
of nuclear

proportions.

     Casual, family fun!



requires  that  a  number  of  p layers  work together  to 
uncover  in format ion about  the  h idden movements 
of  the  t i tu lar  b loodsucker,  whi le  the  p layer  control -
l ing Dracula  must  do their  best  to intuit  where their 
opponents  wi l l  look next  based on the  informat ion 
they hold.

Of  cou r s e ,  Monopo l y  and  Clue  c an  be  t augh t  t o 
s tudents  a t  younger  ages  than Se t t l e r s  and Fur y  o f 
Dra cu l a .  And  no t  e ve r yone  w i l l  b e  in t e re s t ed  in 
highly  thematic  games—fantasy,  horror,  and sc ience 
f ic t ion just  don’t  appea l  to  everyone.  Which i s  why 
having a  diverse  col lect ion l ike  the  one at  AISC i s 
so  va luable .

The Board of Education 
Scho l a r s  and  t e a che r s  a r e  b e coming  inc re a s ing l y 
aware  of  the  va lue  of  p lay  in  learning,  and modern 
board games  of fer  a  space  for  s tudents  to  compete , 
cooperate,  chal lenge,  and problem solve in a way few 
other  divers ions  do.  These  board games  haven’t  yet 
broken into the  mainstream of  educat ional  mater i -
a l s—I’ve  yet  to  hear  of  another  school  working with 
modern games  to  thi s  degree—but i t ’s  c lear  that  the 
idea is  gaining tract ion. There are a number of  books 
on the  topic ,  inc luding Librar ie s  Got  Game ,  a  t rea-
t i se  spec i f ica l ly  dea l ing with the  types  of  games  that 
Jacobson has  as sembled at  AISC.

Of  cour s e ,  the  p rog re s s i ve  a tmosphere  p re s en t  in 
Chenna i ’s  Amer i can  In te rna t iona l  Schoo l  made  i t 
much ea s i e r  to  in t roduce  games  tha t  some teacher s 
and  admini s t r a tor s  would  sco f f  a t .  But  Jacobson  i s 
con f iden t  tha t  o the r  t e a che r s  and  l i b r a r i an s  who 
a re  pa s s iona t e  about  games  w i l l  have  no  p rob l em 

Jacobson admits that he had to 
include a few Star Wars games, like 
X-Wing, the Edge of the Empire and 
Age of Rebellion role-playing games, 
and the Star Wars LCG simply 
because they’re good games—and, 
in his own words, “c’mon, it’s Star 
Wars!” It’s certainly hard to argue 
with that.

Not Your Average Game Library:
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ROCKY ROAD Á LA MODE 
Get in the driver seat and feel what 

it’s like to live the life of a sweet treat 
trucker! Stock up your truck, attract 
customers, and serve a hefty scoop 

of tasty frozen delight!

OUTLAWED! 
A game of lying, bluffing, and truth-
telling in the WILD West! Designed 
by pro wrestler and JurassAttack! 

designer, Ryan Cowler.

ALSO AVAILABLE:

in t roduc ing  them to the i r  schools .  I f  i t ’s  a  pass ion, 
he  says ,  i t ’s  absolute ly  doable .

It  might seem strange when the world’s  schools  seem 
to be focusing more and more on high-tech teaching 
methods ,  e lectronic  tools ,  and preparat ion for  the 
d ig i t a l  wor ld ,  but  Jacobson’s  pe t  pro jec t  a t  AISC 
speaks  to  an inescapable  fact :  we a lways  need to  be 
able  to  work together  with people .  Group problem 
solv ing,  communicat ion,  and negot iat ion are  sk i l l s 
that  wi l l  never  go out  of  s ty le .

And break ing  wi th  the  cur rent  t echno logy  t rend , 
m a y b e  b o a rd  g a m e s ,  n o  l o n g e r  a  d y i n g  a n a l o g 
pastime but a thriving aspect of modern geek culture, 
a re  the  bes t  way of  teaching these  sk i l l s  to  a  new 
generat ion of  learners .  5
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Cult of the New
Are Gamers Buying More and Playing Less?

Eric  Huemmer
Co-op Connoisseur 
and Wordsmith



Y ou may have noticed it before: A whisper on the forums, some shifty looks at your local 
game store. Whether it started with the consumers or the publishers, no one knows. 
The signs are there if you look—an incredible title with outstanding reviews heading for 

game of the year, only to be quickly discarded for a different season’s must-buy a few weeks later. 
Popular games flying off the shelves one month, only to be shelved the next. It’s as if there’s some 
Cult of the New that needs to buy the latest and greatest, play it once or twice, then sacrifice it 
to the dusty shelf of obscurity… 

All  r ight .  Maybe i t ’s  not  as  dramat ic  as  robed f igures ,  ev i l  p lots  and 
ins idious  chants  of  “evergreen,”  but  there  has  been a  def ini te  shi f t 
in  buyer  t rends  over  the  past  couple  of  years .  As  the  board game 
industr y  and community  grow,  the  market  longevi ty  of  games 
s eems  to  sh r ink ,  a s  i f  the  a t t en t ion  spans  o f  gamer s  a re 
eroding.  Are  consumers  rea l ly  buying more  and play ing 
les s ?  What  has  changed with the  board game markets  to 
expla in thi s  shi f t ?

No Chutes, All Ladders

Fo r  those  fo l l ow ing  boa rd  games  as  a  hobby,  i t  can 

be  a r gued  tha t  the  indus t r y  has  been  en te r i ng  a 

b i t  o f  a  rena i ssance .  Thousands  o f  new games  a re 

be ing  re l eased  annua l l y,  f i l l i ng  a  g row ing  va r i e ty 

o f  gen res  and  n i che  marke ts  tha t  d idn ’ t  p rev ious l y 

e x i s t .  F r om  un i que  t i t l e s  t o  mode rn  r emake s  o f 

o ld  c l ass i c s ,  boa rd  game sa les  have  been  t rend ing 

upward  ac ross  the  boa rd .

According to Board Game Geek,  an est imated 3,900 

new board games were re leased in 2016 a lone.  These 

inc lude games re leased by la rge publ i shers ,  smal l 

designers, and individual passion projects; new games 

to ex ist ing t i t les receiv ing expansions,  reskins,  and 

updated rules.

K ickstarter  was a large contr ibutor to the impress ive 

l is t  of  t i t les that came out .  According to K ickstarter, 

2 ,937 board game pro jects  were launched in 2016 , 

whi le 1 ,710 pro jects were successfu l ly  funded that 

year.  No t  on ly  was  there  an inc red ib le  amount  o f 

projects hi t t ing the plat form, but K ickstarter  had a 

record number of  board game consumers in a year 

with a whopping 584,568 recorded backers .  So what 

was the tota l  amount pledged to board games? The 

f inal  count was $115,321,828 in 2016.

I t ’s  n o t  j u s t  t h e  h obb y  ma r k e t .  A c c o r d i n g  t o 

Eu romon i to r  I n te rna t i ona l ,  g l oba l  re ta i l  sa l es  fo r 

games and puzzles have seen consistent growth annu-

al ly s ince 2011,  when board game sales were down 

due to the novel ty of  tablets and mobi le apps.  Mass 

market games have a lso been shi f t ing to at t ract  new 

aud iences ,  cap i t a l i z ing  on  c rea t i ve  l i cens ing  and 

a l ternat ive ru les to rev ive o lder t i t les ,  games such 

as Frozen J enga ,  S tar  Wars Monopoly ,  and recent ly 

Midnight Taboo  (but more on that later) .

Whether these games were successful  hi ts or notable 

f l op s ,  t he  shee r  numbe r  o f  g ames  a va i l ab l e  t o 

consumers can be s tagger ing .  I t ’s  a  lo t  to  take in 

for  a hobbyist ,  but that ’s only one s ide of  th is story. 

When you see such an increase in supply, i t is usually 

a resul t  of  an increase in demand, something that 

the hobby base a lone couldn’t  have dr iven.
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The impact of  th is newfound exposure is  twofold:  i t 

encourages hobbyists to shop at these mass market 

stores,  and i t  introduces hobby t i t les to mass market 

consumers  who no rma l l y  wou ldn ’t  l ea rn  o f  these 

games otherwise.  And i t ’s  been successful  — stores 

went  f rom smal l  se lec t ions  to  ded ica ted a is les  as 

sales not iceably increased. Now games that normal ly 

only c i rculated in the hobby market are being looked 

at by mass market consumers. 

The board game t rend has dr iven publ ishers of  a l l 

k inds to increase output .  Some t i t les are re leas ing 

store-exc lus ive expans ions,  g iv ing cer ta in consum-

ers access to exc lus ive content i f  they buy a copy at 

a speci f ic  store.  Even mass market publ ishers aren’t 

re l y ing  on the i r  f l agsh ips  a lone  to  r ide  the  t rend 

headwinds. Many of these mainstays received modern 

facel i f ts  to at t ract  a b lended consumer base.  Some 

examples  o f  th i s  inc lude  Cran ium Dark ,  Midn ight 
Taboo ,  and Monopoly Here and Now .

To track down this Cult of the New, there needs to be 

a general understanding of the board game consumer 

base. To simpli fy things, there are two basic camps: 

mass market consumers and hobbyists. Mass market 

consumers (broadly speaking) are people who will only 

buy games they have played before, or because of the 

game’s l icensed theme. Typical ly they wil l  buy board 

games as gifts for birthdays or holidays, and only when 

they f ind them at a store they were already shopping 

at. The t i t les they are usual ly interested in are your 

tradit ional touchstones: Monopoly ,  Risk ,  Uno,  and an 

assortment of classic games with which you can enjoy 

gett ing mad at your family while playing.

Hobbyists, on the other hand, can be broadly described 

as those who take an act ive interest  in the industry ; 

reading about upcoming games and keeping tabs on 

publ isher news. They play games regular ly,  act ive ly 

seeking out new t i t les as a source of  enterta inment, 

and are wi l l ing to t rudge through dense ru lebooks 

to play a game that could last  wel l  over an hour.  The 

tit les they are interested in are usually found at game 

stores or through crowdfunding plat forms. (There’s 

a very good chance that i f  you are reading this mag-

az ine,  you are somewhere on the hobbyist  sca le .)

Ident i fy ing these two consumer bases is  important 

as  i t  he lps  desc r ibe  the  recen t  changes  in  boa rd 

game markets and, ult imately, consumer trends. What 

happens when you have the opportunity to market to 

both audiences? According to Eric Mart in, News Editor 

for  Board Game Geek,  the impress ive sa les growth of 

board games over the past couple of  years has not 

gone unnot iced by reta i l  chains and publ ishers . 

“ The  ma in  change  [ i n  the  indus t r y ]  has  been  an 

inc reased presence  o f  hobby t i t l es  in  ma ins t ream 

ma r ke t s , ”  e xp l a i n ed  Ma r t i n .  “ The  mas s  ma r ke t 

indust ry,  your  Mat te ls  and Hasbros ,  haven’t  rea l ly 

changed .  Bu t  now you ’ re  see ing  hobby  t i t l es  l i ke 

Sher i f f  o f  Not t ingham  be ing  ca r r i ed  in  s to res  l i ke 

Barnes &  Noble and Target .” 

All Your Base Are Belong to Us

The Whims of Change
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I t ’s  a t  these c rossroads where you beg in to  see someth ing t ru ly 

in te res t ing :  a  c ross  po l l ina t ion  o f  hobby  gamep lay  and c rea t i ve 

l icensing to act as a gateway for new consumers. “Take Harry Potter: 
Hogwarts  Batt le , ”  Mart in  po inted out .  “You have consumers that 

have never heard the concept of  deckbui ld ing,  but the game i tse l f 

is  a hook.” The t i t le has been wel l - received across the board,  and 

i t  makes deckbui lders l ike Dominion and Ascension more access ib le 

to new audiences. 

“The key is  to overcome that in i t ia l  unfami l iar i ty with something 

they know,” Mart in cont inued. “That ’s why you’ l l  see Batman Story 
Cubes being sold next to Batman keychains,  as someone wi l l  s imply 

pick i t  up for  the novel ty.” 

Extremely Loud and 
Incredibly Close Releases

U l t ima te l y,  we  a re  see ing  a  s t eady  i n c rease  i n  new consumers 

entering the hobby market, and an ever-growing number of publishers 

and re ta i le rs  rac ing  to  se l l  them the i r  next  game.  So  i f  you are 

fo l lowing the hobby,  consumers  can appear  to  be inc red ib ly  hyped 

about  a  game,  on ly  fo r  another  t i t le  to  h i t  the scene .  The regu la r 

window for  a  game’s  popular i ty  might  appear  to  decrease ,  when 

in  rea l i ty  i t  cou ld  be that  there  i s  s imply  a  g rowing l i s t  o f  exc i t ing 

t i t les  launch ing around the same t ime.  Market ing campaigns have 

to  be more aggress ive  fo r  a  t i t le  to  s tand out  f rom the others  that 

a re  jus t  a round the corner.  James Mathe ,  owner  o f  Min ion Games, 

echoes th is . 

Harry  Potter :  Hogwarts  Batt le  b lends hobby-sty le  gameplay with 
a  theme that  is  fami l iar  to  mass  market  consumers



“S ince  so  many new games are  coming out ,  many 

people are dist racted by the new, shiny thing — thus 

you have a very short window to make an impression 

and then  your  game w i l l  mos t  l i ke l y  f ade  away,” 

desc r ibed Mathe .  “That  w indow o f  the  most  sa les 

i s  t yp i ca l l y  on l y  3  months  now,  w i th  you r  game 

being dead af ter  9-12 months i f  i t  doesn’t  achieve 

‘ eve rg reen ’  ( cons tan t l y  se l l i ng )  s t a tus .  99 . 9% o f 

games out there don’t  achieve that .”

So is it a bad thing that a tit le wil l dominate the scene 

for  a shorter  amount of  t ime before another equal ly-

awesome game is announced? Mart in doesn’t  th ink 

so.  “Before,  you sorta had to play what was out at 

the t ime. When I  got into the hobby about ten years 

ago,  there weren’t  many games to choose f rom. Now 

you can f ind exact ly what you want .”

S ince there are more games on the market ,  i t  g ives 

the consumer the f reedom to f ind a t i t le  that  f i t s 

thei r  tastes.  Feel  l ike t rashing a c i ty? King of  Tokyo 
and King of New York have you covered. Want a super-

hero co-op game? Sent inels of  the Mult iverse  is  the 

perfect f it . The more games there are, the more games 

you’ l l  l ike.

Visiting Your Library 

Whether or not there really is a “Cult of the New“ is hard to 

say. Typical consumers aren’t tracking the amount of times 

games are hitting the table. But the appearance that people 

are buying more and playing less has attracted the atten-

tion of the gaming community at large. Hobbyists are now 

encouraging their communities to revisit their game librar-

ies. Forums like Board Game Geek and Reddit are experi-

menting with new challenges, including playing ten games 

ten times in a year to promote collection appreciation.

Sajrainwater, a hobbyist on Board Game Geek, is attempting 

to play through every game he owns in 2017 and chroni-

cling the attempt. With 180 games in his library, it seems 

like a rather daunting task, but he’s excited to give it a 

try. “This exercise is to help me remember that buying 

games is a great part of the hobby, but playing games is 

the heart and soul.” 

It seems that the increasing frequency of hot new releases 

won’t fade away any time soon, especially as the commu-

nity continues to grow. While it’s great to support new game 

development, do yourself a favor and follow Sajrainwater’s 

lead — share the table with some of the titles that helped 

you fall in love with games in the first place. 5

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    S p r i n g  2 0 1 75 32



“Since so many new games are coming out, 
many people are distracted by the new, shiny 
thing — thus you have a very short window 
to make an impression and then your game 
will most likely fade away”

— James Mathe, 
owner of Minion Games



 
 
 
 

The next time a well-intentioned 
friend tells you that this hobby of 

ours is a “waste of time,” consider the 
following before you reply.

Jason P.  Pike
Half -E l f  Rogue,  Semicolon 
Enthusiast ,  Chicago Writer



G ames are  a waste of  t ime,  and that’s  what  makes 
t h em  inva luab l e .  Hea r  me  ou t—more  th an 
f r i vo lous  e s cap i sm,  boa rd  games  cont r ibu te 

in  indispensable  ways  to  menta l ,  phys ica l ,  and soc ia l 
hea l th .  They present  a  unique oppor tunity :  what  other 
area  of  your  l i fe  grants  you the chance to  pract ice  rea l -
l i fe  sk i l l s  with f r iends ,  whi le  s imultaneous ly  providing 
a  the rapeut i c  e f f e c t  fo r  your  mind  and  body  tha t  i s 
centered on having  fun ?

When  we  t a l k  abou t  “wa s t ing  t ime”  p l a y ing  boa rd 
g a m e s ,  we’r e  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  p l a y .  I t ’s  a  t i n y  w o rd 
w i th  huge  imp l i c a t i on s .  The  Na t i ona l  In s t i t u t e  o f 
Play  as ser t s  that  p lay  can dramat ica l ly  t rans form our 

hea l th ,  re la t ionships ,  educat ion,  and our  capac i ty  to 
innovate .  According to  research,  s t res s ,  creat iv i ty,  and 
brain funct ion are  a l l  improved by play,  with the added 
bonus that play with other people—board games,  in our 
case—fosters  t rust  between indiv idual s . 

Most  adult s  don’t  p lay  enough.  On why play  becomes 
taboo as we become adults ,  psychologist  Kathryn Hirsh-
Pasek,  director  of  Temple Univers i ty’s  Infant and Child 
Laboratory  and author  of  Why They  Need to  Play  More 
and Memorize  Le s s ,  expla ins :  “We assoc iate  p lay  with 
chi ldhood,  and there fore  ‘p lay ing’  wi th  chi ld i shness . 
[…] By abandoning play, we’re abandoning an important 
par t  of  ourse lves .”

The Cranium Rulebook

We all scoot around between work, family, errands, and 
obligations in our daily lives. Our bodies and brains are 
constantly engaged in the necessary processes that allow us 
to complete these tasks without dropping dead from stress or 
exhaustion. When faced with challenges beyond its state of 
optimum functioning, the brain regulates itself by creating 
chemicals to maintain a balanced state, known as homeostasis.

Alternatively, overloading the brain with stress affects our 
capacity to process information, can affect our mental health 
as well as our circulatory and digestive systems, and ultimately 
results in overall decreased ability. It’s well-documented 
that long-term disruption in homeostasis can cause illness, 
depression, even death. As we age, the need for play only 
increases, and the amount of play we experience decreases. 

If we treat our bodies as machines, there is an optimum level 
of functioning. If this level is not reached, usually due to 

excessive amounts of stress caused by the demands of a busy 
lifestyle, we begin to feel unmotivated, anxious, less able to 
tackle real life. Board game naysayers are then arguing that 
we “waste time” exploring a dungeon or trading wood for 
sheep, when in reality it helps us operate at peak conditions. 

“We don’t lose the need for novelty and pleasure as we grow 
up,” describes Scott G. Eberle, PhD, vice president for Play 
Studies at The Strong and editor of the American Journal of 
Play. It just gets shoved aside by the twin brutes of personal 
and professional responsibilities. When we waste time, we 
take part in a voluntary, extremely flexible necessity—play— 
that momentarily pushes important life stuff aside and creates 
a temporal space for our brains to upload information and 
cool off. Play is healthy.

In his book Play, psychiatrist Stuart Brown, 
MD, compared play to oxygen: “…it’s all 
around us, yet goes mostly unnoticed or 
unappreciated until it is missing.” 
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Of  c o u r s e ,  w h i l e  we  s i t  d ow n  t o  w a s t e  t i m e ,  l i f e 
continues to osci l late just  beyond the tabletop.  Social ly 
speaking,  when an adult  in  the  21 st century  i s  a sked, 
“How are  you?”  the  expected reply  i s ,  “Busy.”  There’s  a 
s t igma surrounding play:  i f  you were  busy enough,  you 
wouldn’t have time to waste in the f irst  place (e.g.  board 

games attract  lazy or unproductive people) . 
The subtext  of  referr ing to playing 

b o a r d  g a m e s  a s  “w a s t i n g 
t i m e”  i s  g r i m :  g a m e s 

don’t  o f f e r  any th ing 
u s e fu l .  They  a re , 

p a r d o n  t h e 
pun,  a  t r iv ia l 

p u r s u i t . 
B u t  t h e 

opposite 
i s  t rue .

Board games,  whi le  faci l i tat ing play that  healthy adults 
require,  a lso engage us in the development of important 
s k i l l s :  c r i t i c a l  t h i n k i n g ,  r e s o u r c e  m a n a g e m e n t , 
coope r a t i on ,  r e ad ing  comprehen s i on ,  ro l e -p l a y ing , 
ca lculated r i sk- taking,  s t rategy and tact ics ,  and spat ia l 
reasoning.  Be i t  working together  to  cure  a  wor ldwide 
outbreak of  d i sease ,  or  vy ing aga inst  r iva l  nat ions  to 
bui ld  the  most  f lour i shing empire ,  games  chal lenge us 
to work within a  system of  rules  and consider  solut ions 
for  the obstac les  that  s tand between us  and victory.  We 
gain opportunity  to pract ice  fa i lure .  Board games serve 
as  a  s imulacrum for  scenar ios  we might  encounter  in 
our  l ives  outs ide  the  game,  furnishing p layers  with a 
s imulat ion in  which they can pract ice  very  rea l—and 
ver y  use fu l—abi l i t i e s ,  f ree  o f  consequence .  “Wast ing 
t ime” then becomes a  way for  us  to  grow.  This  a l l  takes 
p lace  in  rea l  t ime,  with rea l  people  s i t t ing across  the 
tab le .  The  inv i s ib le  ru le  o f  ever y  board  game i s  that 
players must be present . This is the ultimate differentiator 

The Benefits of Wasting Time 

“We don’t lose the need for 
novelty and pleasure as we 
grow up”

— Scott G. Eberle, PhD
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between “wasting time” playing board games and “wasting 
t ime” engaging in other,  perhaps less  scrutinized,  forms 
of  socia l iz ing.  Board games are  tact i le ,  socia l ,  k inet ic 
things, and playing them requires face-to-face interaction 
and connectivity between players . 

The barrier to entry for board games is usually quite low, 
because explanation of the rules is an integral part of the 
social ritual. Everyone gathers, understands the objective, 
and agrees to play within parameters. Typical factors l ike 
age, size, ability, socioeconomic class, gender, sex, or sexual 
orientation that might affect accessibil ity in other social 
scenarios don’t  real ly exist  at  the tabletop. If  someone 
brings the game (or you’re lucky enough to have access 
to a local  board game shop that lets  you play whatever 
you want),  you’re in.  The rest  i s  just  detai ls .  The act  of 
playing a board game is  blatantly an act of social ization. 
The  on l y  d i s t i n c t  d i f f e r enc e  b e tween  i t  and ,  s a y, 
attending a baseball game or going to a nightclub, is that 

the social  r itual takes place 
over  cardboard.  Pla to  i s 
rumored to have written, 
“You can discover more 
a b o u t  a  p e r s o n  i n  a n 
hour  o f  p lay  than  in  a 
y e a r  o f  c o n v e r s a t i o n ,” 
and  nowhe re  i s  i t  more 
true than over a game board. 
B o a r d  g a m e s  a r e  a  p e r f e c t 
example of using play as a catalyst 
fo r  rev iv ing  the  soc ia l  and 
f o s t e r i n g  c o m m u n i t y. 
“ Was t ing  t ime”  i s  how 
w e  c a n  c o n n e c t  a n d , 
f r a n k l y,  b o a rd  g a m e s 
a re  an  exc i t ing  way  to 
do just  that.

Want to practice some important skills while wasting time? Check out these games:

Cooperation
Game: Escape: The Curse of the Temple 
Time wasted: 10 minutes

It’s  only  a  matter  of  minutes  unt i l  the  cursed temple  col lapses , 
t r app ing  you  and  you r  e xp lo r ing  pa r t y  f o r e ve r.  You’ l l  f a c e 
oppor tunit ies  to  he lp your  teammates ,  but  t ime spent  doing so 
means  le s s  to  save  yourse l f .  Oh,  and everybody has  to  make i t 
out  a l ive  or  you a l l  lose . 
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(games for wasting time, 
continued)

Reading body language
Game: The Resistance 

Time wasted: 30 minutes

You’re  e i ther  a  loyal  member of  a  corrupt  futur i s t ic  government, 
or  a  freedom f ighter.  Your true identity  and agenda must  be kept 
a secret  at  a l l  costs  as  you work s ide-by-side with your opponents 
who might  act ive ly  want  you dead. 

Time management
Game: Karuba 
Time wasted: 40 minutes

A group of intrepid explorers f ind themselves on the beaches of a mysterious 
jungle  i s land,  and suddenly  i t ’s  every  man for  himse l f.  Players  s la sh new, 
winding paths  through the  wi lderness ,  hunt ing t reasure  whi le  they  race 
to  di scover  and ransack a  hidden temple .  The fas ter  they reach the i r  goa l , 
the  more  points  they score ,  but  there  are  only  so  many ways  to  navigate 
thi s  no-man’s  land.
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Cover Your Assets®

• Start with a nest egg,
• Build up your Assets.
• Capture your neighbor’s assets.
• Cover Your Assets to keep 

them safe.
• Emotionally Charged!
• Addictive fun for all ages.
• Build relationships.  
• Great gateway to game time!

Grandpa Beck knows how to do 

Other “New Family Classics” include 
Nuts about Mutts™ & Skull King™

www.GrandpaBecksGames.com
Enter a Skull King tournament at a 

Game con Near You!

Feel Like a 

Game Night Right...

MILLION BUCKS!



Negotiation
Game: Cosmic Encounter  
Time wasted: 60+ minutes

A game of cosmic proportion, rife with opportunity for diplomacy, bluffing, 
a l l iance ,  and backstabbing,  p layers  must  seek indiv idual  dominion whi le 
s imultaneous ly  working with (and aga inst )  the i r  fe l low ga lact ic  explorers . 
With tons of  options for  customizat ion,  every trek into space i s  a  di f ferent 
exper ience ,  but  knowing when to  he lp and when to  hunt  i s  centra l  to  a 
winning s t rategy.

Strategic Planning
Game: Machi Koro 
Time wasted: 30 minutes

You’re the newly elected mayor of a burgeoning city, and your citizens 
have some big demands. Balancing basic needs with long-term schemes 
isn’t as easy as it seems. Financial planning, taxing your opponents, and 
choosing the right time to build key establishments all require foresight.

(games for wasting time, 
continued)

Conclusion:
Perhaps there are deep-seated reasons that play for adults, even in this golden age of board 
games, is viewed by some as superfluous. That’s another article for another time. The benefits 
of play, on the other hand, are obvious: wasting time is a productive and vital behavior. It’s 
not ALL fun and games. 5

405





L et’s admit to a truth, because it’s a happy truth and not an elephant 
in the room that’s squashing us. “Casual games” often equates to 
“family games.” That almost anyone anywhere can and will play 

small, engaging titles is a key part of their appeal. Yet it feels like a market 
that’s more limited than it ought to be. Regular folks choose well-known 
games while gamers tend to opt for things from specialists. So it was a delight 
to see publisher Gamewright’s mission statement pitched squarely in the 
middle: create the highest quality family games with outstanding play-value.

Matt  Thrower
Freelance  Board and 
Video Games Journal ist

  Playing it Forward  Playing it Forward

The Gamewright Experience
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I  asked Jason Schneider,  Gamewright’s   Vice  Pres ident 
o f  Product  Deve lopment ,  why  the  pub l i sher  focused 
on fami ly  t i t le s .  “It’s  wel l  repor ted that  fami l ies  don’t 
spend enough qual i ty  t ime together,”  he repl ied.  “Both 
pa ren t s  and  k id s  have  so  many  d i s t r a c t i on s  in  th i s 
f rant ic-paced modern world.  Games,  and in par t icular, 
non-screen focused games ,   are  wonder ful  cata lys t s   for 
face-to-face  family  t ime.  I  a lways  say that  famil ies  who 
play  together,  s tay  together.”

However,  these  are  wel l -worn truths .  They don’t  just i fy 
the  genre  needing a  dedicated publ i sher.  To Jason,  i t ’s 
a  matter  o f  market ing ,  and of  t rus t .  “When you buy 
a  Gamewright  game,  our  hope i s  that  adul t s  wi l l  f ind 
that  i t ’s  fu l l  o f  r ich  content  that  wi l l  appea l  to  both 
parents  and kids ,”  he  expla ined.  “Whi le ,  a t  the  same 
t ime,  not  ta lk ing down to young gamers  a t  the  exc lu-
s ion of  the i r  parents .” 

When you dig into Gamewright’s history, it’s not hard to see 
where this focus comes from. Two sets of parents founded 
the company in 1994, specifically to try and improve the 
kinds of games families played together. It’s a dream that’s 
done well enough to keep the company in business for 23 
years. But of course that’s not the only thing that keeps 
Jason going. “We feel continually humbled by all of the 
people who come up to us at shows and events,” he told 
me, “to tell us that our games were touchstone moments 
of their childhoods and/or family gatherings.”

Rather  than  c rea t ing  games  in -house ,  Gamewr ight 
publishes titles from a variety of freelance designers. These 
include luminaries like Reiner Knizia (Loot), Phil Walker-
Harding (Sushi Go!), and Matt Leacock (Forbidden Island 
and Forbidden Deser t) .  But there’s  room for f irst-t ime 
designers, too—like Miranda Evarts with Sleeping Queens. 
Another such is Cody Borst who created the unique “pay-
it-forward” style game, Sneaky Cards.

Getting Social to Get Sneaky

Odd as i t  may sound, you could describe Sneaky Cards 
as  a  sol i taire social  game. Each copy consists  of  a  deck 
of  cards with a var iety of  chal lenges for  the player  to 
complete.  Many of  the chal lenges are socia l  in nature 
and involve passing the card on to a stranger.  The hope 
is  that they wil l  then complete the chal lenge and pass 
the  card themselves  in  an ever- increas ing c i rc le .  One 
card,  for example,  instructs  you to take a sel f ie  with an 
unfamil iar  person and then give them the card.

There’s a wide range of diff iculty,  from finding someone 
who makes you smile to gett ing a celebrity autograph. 
According to the designer,  this  i s  del iberate.  “I  bel ieve 
that the chal lenges needed to target different people,” 
Cody told me.  “What might be easy for  some may be 
hard for others .  This  is  how the game can help every-
one grow in new ways.  Trying new foods,  learning new 
ski l l s ,  solving puzzles ,  meeting new people.  Getting out 
of  their  comfort  zone to experience the world around 
them in a new l ight.”

Indeed, talking to Cody it becomes clear that he made the 
game as something of a personal mission. “I’m an introvert, 
someone who has struggled with social anxiety,” he revealed. “I 
wanted to create a game that would serve a dual role. Helping 
individuals like myself overcome natural fears and also help 
build stronger communities through fun, kind, and inspiring 
interactions. I believe that it is through the understanding of 
struggle that you find the tools needed to grow a better world.”

Sneaky Cards is a social game where players complete 
challenges and pass the cards along to new players
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In spite of the similarities between Cody’s goals for the 
game and the movie Pay It Forward, he claims there’s no 
relation between the two. “Sneaky Cards  spawned its orig-
inal concept from a ‘Digital Open’ contest in 2009,” he 
explained. “A game based on index cards called The Sneaky 
Card  by Harry Lee won. After the contest, the idea was 
submitted to the public domain where it remained until I 
found it in 2013. Once I saw the idea for the first card I 
knew I had to develop it into a fully playable card game.”

One of my favorite things about Sneaky Cards  is the way 
that it uses the internet to build a community from those 
who’ve encountered the cards. Each card has a tracking 
number and a web address  where you can register and 
track it.  You can then join in with an online community 
of other people who, often unknowingly,  have become 
part of the game.

I had my doubts that many people, especially strangers, would 
bother. But it seems everyone else is as intrigued as I was by 
the concept. “We have seen over forty thousand members sign 
up,” Cody told me. “They share their experiences, invent new 
cards, and track their decks.” Online tracking also offers the 
potential for each card to build up a unique story. Cody has 
had instances where single cards have had over a hundred reg-
istrations from different parts of the globe.

The Right Games for Gamewright
To make it as a Gamewright game,  Sneaky Cards   had to 
pass through the publisher’s evaluation process. Deciding 
whether a game is worthwhile or not is always a tricky 
process, but Jason made it clear that Gamewright looks for 
particular things. “Of course it has to resonate with our 
testers in regard to theme, ease-of-play, and repeat play 
value,” he explained. “Most of our games also have some 
kind of  humorous or  unique twist  to them. But then 
there’s also this certain indefinable ‘Gamewright’ nature 
to the games we publish. It’s hard to describe but let’s just 
say that we know a Gamewright game when we see one.”

Taking socia l  games to a  whole new level  — each card in  Sneaky Cards 
has a  unique ID that  can be tracked onl ine.
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Can you find the 
combination of 
numbers to match 
the Goal? There’s no 
need to feel divided 
about it: add Math 
Fluxx to your game 
collection right 
away and multiply 
your fun!

Everything is Better with Bacon, even Just Desserts!
Looney Labs' hit game of serving sweets brings a little savory 
into the mix with this 10 card expansion pack. Better with Bacon 
features six new edibles and four new customers. This expansion 
proves that Just Desserts is definitely Better with Bacon!



The re su l t s  speak  for  themse lve s .  Games  l ike  Sush i 
Go ! ,  Forb idd en  I s l and ,  and  Forb idd en  De s e r t  h ave 
g a r n e r e d  p o p u l a r  a n d  c r i t i c a l  a c c l a i m .  Bu t  j u s t 
l i k e  many  t i t l e s  t h a t  a r e  a c c e s s i b l e  t o  a  younge r 
a u d i e n c e ,  s o m e  c o m m e n t a t o r s  h a v e  o p i n e d  t h a t 
t h e y  a r e  p e r h a p s  a  b i t  t o o  s i m p l e  f o r  l o n g  t e r m 
enjoyment.  Even for  casual  or  family  gamers .  I  asked 
Ja son  i f  he  f e l t  th i s  was  a  f a i r  c r i t i c i sm.

“ We a im to  make  games  tha t  have  a  b road  appea l 
among a  wide  range  o f  f ami l i e s ,”  he  rep l i ed .  “ We’re 
a l so  aware  that  some of  the  more  exper ienced game-
p lay ing  fami l i e s  may  f ind  some of  our  games  on the 
‘ l i gh t ’  s i d e  o f  the  spec t r um.  Tha t  be ing  s a id ,  I ’d 
cha l l enge  you to  f ind  many people  who have  bea ten 
Forb idden  De s e r t  on  Legendar y ! ”

Jok ing  a s ide ,  he  f ee l s  tha t  even  the  l i ghte s t  games 
in  the  pub l i sher’s  s t ab l e  have  an  impor tant  ro l e  to 
p lay.  “ I f  someone  p lay s  one  o f  our  games  and  then 
j umps  in to  ano the r  o f  t h e  company’s  g ame s  tha t 
o f f e r s  more  depth ,  I ’d  s ay  we’ve  done  our  job,”  he 
s a id .  “As  we  a l l  know,  fo r  many  f ami l i e s ,  i t ’s  a  b ig 
enough cha l l enge  ju s t  to  s i t  down and p lay  a  game 
together.  If  we get  people  to do even just  that  s imple 
ac t ,  our  e f fo r t s  have  pa id  o f f .”

With their  laser- l ike focus and impress ive dedicat ion 
to family  gaming,  i t  was  inevi table  the  company had 
p lenty  more  in  the  p ipe .

“ We’ l l  be  re l ea s ing  Go Nut s  f o r  Donut s !  in  2017 ,” 
Ja son  revea l ed .  “ It ’s  a  g rea t  s imul taneous  b idd ing 
a n d  s e t  c o l l e c t i o n  c a rd  g a m e  w i t h  a  d e l e c t a b l e 
theme.  We’ve  a l so  got  two new ins ta l lment s  to  our 
Cardventure s  interact ive  s torybook game ser ie s .  And 
I ’m rea l l y  exc i t ed  to  br ing  back  one  our  f avor i t e s 
f rom the  pas t .”

The Results are In

Forbidden Is land ,  Forbidden Desert ,  and Sushi  Go! 
are  some of  the perennia l  favor ites  for  casual 
gamers  offered by Gamewright
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He wouldn’t  revea l  any more ,  in  spi te  of  my ca jo l ing. 
A n d  I  c a n’t  s a y  t h a t  I  b l a m e  h i m ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y. 
Gamewr igh t  ha s  s e t t l ed  in to  i t s  unusua l  n i che  and 
f i l l ed  i t  w i th  c re a t i v i t y  and  s t y l e ,  a s  e v idenced  by 
unique  t i t l e s  l ike   Sneaky  Card s .  Whatever  you  th ink 
about  the  depth  o f  the  company’s  games ,  tha t ’s  one 
which def ies  c las s i f icat ion and works  across  the  wor ld 
to  br ing gamers  together.  Who knows:  maybe one day 
you and I  might  be  connected through the  pass ing of 
a  Sneaky card.  And i f  we do,  i t’s  Gamewright  and Cody 
Borst  we’ l l  have  to  thank for  the  pr iv i lege .  5

Go Nuts  for  Donuts!  i s  a  new fami ly  game debut ing 
this  year  from Gamewright
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