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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!



Read more great issues of CGI on the go!
CasualGameRevolution.com/magazine

Visit us online
for even more great content!

•	 Huge	giveaways
•	 Board	gaming	news
•	 Exclusive	articles	&	reviews
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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 
Looney. Our mission is to create 
fun! We publish Fluxx, Just Des-
serts, 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 
tabletop 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!



E ngaging gameplay, accessible rules, fascinat ing 

strategy, and attract ive artwork have long been 

trademark characterist ics of games designed by 

Scott  A lmes and publ ished by Gamelyn Games. Now 

we can add one more super lat ive to that l is t  — out-

standing miniatures!

You may a l ready  know Gamelyn  Games f rom the i r 

h i t  Tiny Ep ic  ser ies  (Tiny Ep ic  K ingdoms,  Tiny Ep ic 
Galax ies ,  Tiny Epic Quest) .  Some are ca l l ing Heroes 
of  Land, A ir  &  Sea  the t ru ly epic vers ion of  Tiny Epic 
K ingdoms  as i t  seems this t ime Gamelyn Games has 

set as ide T INY to del iver just  EPIC! 

Heroes of  Land, A ir  &  Sea  takes 2–4 players (6 with 

added factions) on a magical journey through a fantasy 

wor ld f i l led with bravery,  conquest ,  and tr iumph. In 

the game you are leading a fact ion f rom i ts humble 

beginnings to a majestic empire. At your disposal, you 

have a capi ta l  c i ty which consists of  bui ld ings and 

act ion spaces that can be used to t ra in new heroes, 

research spe l l s ,  co l lec t  resources ,  and expand the 

reach of  your k ingdom. By making careful  use of  the 

resources,  peons,  warr iors ,  and heroes;  contro l l ing 

key locat ions by moving your armies v ia land,  a i r, 

and sea;  and bui ld ing towers,  you may c la im victory! 

Expand • Explore • Exploit • Exterminate!

The game incorporates high-quality components, 

stunning artwork, and exceptional miniatures guaranteed 

to immerse you into the rich story and enticing gameplay 

contained in Heroes of Land, Air & Sea.

With asymmetrical faction abilities, exploration, 

conquest, and the ability to level up your capital city and 

your heroes — this game is certain to offer an experience 

you will want to return to over and over again! And at 

a two hour play time, it never outstays its welcome. 

SPONSORED COVER STORY65



You can reserve your copy of  th is spectacular  game 

— today! Start ing January 26th,  Gamelyn Games wi l l  be 

seeking funding via Kickstarter to help raise the funds 

necessary to produce and publ ish Heroes of  Land, Air 
&  Sea .  Your pledge wi l l  help add even more content 

to th is a l ready fantast ic  game!

I f  the  game reaches  a l l  i t s  s t re t ch  goa l s ,  i t  w i l l 

boast 80 miniatures!  Addit ional ly,  there are plans to 

make four addit ional  fact ions avai lable,  which would 

increase the number  o f  min ia tures  to  160 and the 

number  o f  p layers  f rom 2–4  to  2–6 !  The game wi l l 

come packed with components,  g iv ing you and your 

f r i ends  many memorab le  gaming exper iences  over 

the years to come.

All the miniatures in the game are 

detailed and carefully sculpted by 

Chad Hoverter (Mice and Mystics, Tail 

Feathers) to capture the striking artwork 

and fantastical feel of each faction.

Evolve your kingdom!
Pledge for your copy of Heroes of Land, Air & Sea! 
http://www.gamelyngames.com/games/heroes-land-air-sea/

7 5



GAME REVIEWS

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

Celestia
Some games are a joy to look at as well as to play, and Celestia is one such game — from the breathtaking 
artwork that takes you to another world to the 3D airship that transports you there.

N ine  t i l e s  a re  l a id  down on  the  t ab l e ,  each  one 

be long ing to  a  d i f fe rent  fantas t i ca l  c i ty.  Each c i ty 

has a deck of  t reasure cards associated with i t .  At 

the start  of  the game, every player is  deal t  a hand 

of  equipment cards.  One player takes on the ro le of 

capta in and players put thei r  pawns on the a i rship. 

The a i rship is  then placed on the f i rst  c i ty t i le ,  and 

the game begins.

The capta in  ro l l s  the number  o f  d ice  ind icated on 

the next  c i ty  t i l e  in  o rder  to  t rave l .  Each d ie  has 

var ious symbols showing obstac les which occur on 

the journey.  The capta in must play equipment cards 

whose  symbo ls  match  those  on  the  d i ce  in  o rde r 

to  success fu l ly  reach the next  loca t ion ,  o therwise 

the a i rship crashes and no one on board col lects a 

t reasure.  Any player except the capta in may choose 

to abandon ship before the journey,  gett ing out at 

the current c i ty and col lect ing a t reasure card f rom 

i ts deck.  The players remaining on the a i rship wi l l 

at tempt to t ravel  to the next c i ty with the capta in.

Once the a i rship reaches a new c i ty,  or  i t  crashes, 

the next player on board is made captain. The farther 

you go in your travels,  the more valuable the trea-

sure. Some treasure decks also include useful 

i tems you can use,  but th is is  not qui te 

as common as i t  should be. 

A f te r  the  sh ip  c rashes  o r  eve ryone 

disembarks,  the a i rship goes back to 

the f i rst  c i ty and the journey begins 

aga in .  The  game con t inues  un t i l  a 

player has acquired f i f ty points worth 

of  t reasure.

There’s a unique combinat ion of  co l -

l abo ra t i on  and  compet i t i veness  in 

this game, as players are a l l  working 

together to move the a i rship forward,  yet t ry ing to 

abandon sh ip  a t  the per fec t  moment  to  leave the 

other p layers high and dry.  Not only do you need to 

careful ly consider whether a player can successful ly 

captain the ship to the next city, but also if your hand 

could get you through another round as capta in.  A l l 

p layers are a l l ies for  only as long as i t  sui ts them. 

Hand management is incredibly important and there’s 

a fun mix of press-your- luck and strategy involved in 

every decis ion you make.

Celest ia  does most everything r ight and feels unique 

and f resh .  Be tween gamep lay  and components ,  i t 

is  immersive,  fantast ica l , 

and a del ight to play.

MSRP: $30 
Designer: Aaron Weissblum 
Publisher: Quick Simple Fun Games 
2-6 players, ages 8+, 30 mins.

Naomi Laeuchl i
Game Reviewer  and 
Casual  Game Groupie
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FUSE
Cooperate, communicate, and calculate your chances in this real-time cooperative dice game that mixes 
luck with a healthy dose of strategic risk-taking.

In FUSE ,  players must race to defuse a certain number 

of bomb cards in ten minutes. Each player starts the 

game with two bomb cards in front of them, f ive are 

p laced face up in the center  of  the table ,  and the 

rest form the deck. On your turn you pul l  a certain 

number of dice from the bag and rol l  them. Players 

then confer about which dice to place on which of the 

bomb cards in front of them. Each bomb card needs 

a certain set of dice to be played on it .  Some cards 

require specific dice values, while others indicate sets 

of colors. Some are easy to defuse while others have 

very specif ic requirements, such as a stack of dice in 

a part icular order. Any dice you’ve rol led that can’t 

be placed on any of the bomb cards must be rerol led 

and each player must discard one die from their bomb 

cards that matches either the number or color.

After a player has successful ly met al l  the require-

ments of a bomb’s card, i t  is set aside and the player 

draws one of the cards from the center of the table, 

which in turn is replaced by a card from the deck. 

I f  a fuse card is drawn, each player has to discard a 

die from one of their bomb cards. I f  any bomb cards 

remain in the center of the table after ten minutes, 

everyone loses the game.

There is a press-your- luck element to FUSE ,  as you 

juggle the need to defuse the more complex bombs 

with the penalty for not managing to play all your dice 

each turn. But you have to think strategical ly about 

i t ,  discussing which dice to assign where, al l  whi le 

work ing aga inst  the c lock .  You rea l ly  s tar t  to  fee l 

the pressure around the f ive minute mark, decisions 

become more reckless, and communication becomes 

more frenzied.

If you like a little chaos on your game night, you can’t go 

wrong with FUSE. And it only takes ten minutes to play!

MSRP: $30 
Designer: Kane Klenko 
Publisher: Renegade Game Studios 
1-5 players, ages 10+, 10 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    W i n t e r  2 0 1 7 9 5



The goal of the game is to save your team’s sheep and chase 

off your opponents’. The board has four sides. You and your 

teammate sit across from each other. On your turn you can 

play either a wolf card or a hound card. This will cause one of 

these animals to move along the spaces of the board accord-

ing to the number shown on the card. If at the start of a 

player’s turn the wolf is in front of her, one of her sheep is 

chased away. If the hound is in front of her, one of her sheep 

is brought back to its paddock. Once a player has no sheep 

left, their team loses the game.

Trying to read your partner and play off of him or her is 

critical to maneuvering the wolf and hound to ideal locations, 

and as you grow more familiar with the game you begin to 

understand better how to best read different plays and card 

choices. This helps you to understand your partner as well as 

your opponents, and all played cards are left face up so you 

are in possession of a lot of information.

There is also a lot of adjustability to the game. Don’t have four 

players? The game offers rule variants for two to three players 

(though the three player variant may not be quite as enjoyable 

for the player without a teammate). You can even adjust the 

difficulty of the game. The basic wolf and hound simply move 

around the board as you play your cards. But the game also 

comes with many variations for the wolf and hound, each with 

unique abilities and special rules, so that you can increase the 

complexity and strategy involved in the game. The downside to 

all of these variants is a rather thick and daunting rulebook.

But with a quick playtime and a surprising amount of strategy, 

Wolf & Hound gives you so many reasons to play it ‘one more 

time.’ If you’re looking for a great casual team game, this is 

the perfect title to fill the opening.

Wolf & Hound
It isn’t always easy to find a team-based board game, especially one for casual gamers. When one comes 
around that’s not only fun, offers varying levels of depth, and combines this with beautiful components 
and adorable artwork, you end up with a winner like Wolf & Hound.

MSRP: $35 
Designer: Fukutarou 
Publisher: Ninja Star Games 
2-4 players, ages 10+, 10-20 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    W i n t e r  2 0 1 75 10



Apotheca
Apotheca takes you to a dark and secretive world of brewing mystical, magical potions, with equal parts 
ambiance, theme, and clever gameplay.

The board is  made up of  a 4 by 4 gr id .  At  the start  of 

the game, each player is  g iven one apothecary card 

and s ix pot ion t i les are la id down on the gr id ,  four 

face-up and two facedown. Each pot ion t i le  is  one 

of  three colors .

On your turn you may carry out two act ions.  Act ions 

inc lude  f l i pp ing  ove r  a  f acedown po t ion  t i l e  and 

gaining a gem matching its color, exchanging a certain 

number of gems for a new apothecary card, using the 

power of an apothecary card, or restocking the board 

with up to three facedown pot ion cards. 

Eve ry  apo theca ry  ca rd  has  un ique  and  beau t i f u l 

ar twork and each g ives a player the abi l i ty to move 

pot ions around the board in a unique way. The goal 

of  the game is to l ine up three or more pot ions of 

a s ingle color.  Once you do,  you discard them from 

the board and remove one of  your apothecar ies f rom 

play.  The f i rst  p layer to create three matching sets 

wins the game.

The  ru les  a re  qu i ck  and s imp le  to  teach  and you 

qu ick ly  get  sucked in to  the gameplay,  but  there ’s 

p lenty of  st rategy to master.  I t  fee ls l ike a puzzle , 

manipulat ing the t i les  around the board,  t ry ing to 

f igure out how to put your apothecar ies’  powers to 

the best  uses,  a l l  whi le t ry ing to fo i l  the p lans of 

your opponents.

From the game board to the gems, everything about 

th is game is a t reat for  the eye,  and var ious apoth-

ecary powers range f rom fun to chal lenging.  L in ing 

up the perfect  move is t r icky,  and somet imes i t  can 

go spectacular ly wrong.  Choosing which apothecary 

to say goodbye to when you make a match can a lso 

be a t r icky decis ion.  For the casual  game lover who 

en joys some thought fu l  s t ra tegy mixed wi th a  fun 

fantasy theme, Apotheca i s  ideal .

MSRP: $40 
Designer: Andrew Federspiel 
Publishers: Knapsack Games, 
Renegade Game Studios 
1-4 players, ages 13+, 30 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    W i n t e r  2 0 1 7 11 5



Good Cop Bad Cop is a social deduction game for casual 

players, with a quick playtime and a lot of information 

col lected on which you can base your guesses.

Each player is dealt  three facedown integr i ty cards 

which they may look at. These cards determine whether 

you are a corrupt cop or an honest one. Whichever 

one you have a major i ty of determines which team 

you are on, with two exceptions: if you have the agent 

card, you are automatical ly good, and if you have the 

kingpin card, you are automatical ly corrupt. 

On your turn you may peek at one of another player’s 

integrity cards, draw an equipment card (which gives 

you a helpful bonus), pick up one of the gun tiles from 

the center of the table, or use a gun t i le you already 

have to ‘shoot’ another player.  Drawing a card and 

picking up a gun both require you to reveal one of 

your integrity cards.

When a  p layer  i s  shot ,  he must  turn over  a l l  h is 

integrity cards. I f  he is the agent or kingpin, he takes 

a wounded token. I f he is shot again, he and his team 

lose the game. I f  he is not the agent or kingpin, he is 

el iminated from the game after taking the f irst bullet. 

You may only shoot a player you are aiming a gun at, 

and may only switch your aim at the end of your turn.

Not al l  the equipment cards are equal, and it would 

be nice i f  there were more variat ion in the artwork 

of the integrity cards, but i t ’s a lot of fun to try to 

piece together al l  the information you have and try to 

guess who is on your team. There’s a lot of variat ion 

on how the integr i ty cards wi l l  be distr ibuted each 

game between the players, and many different ways 

to try to tr ick other players or form new strategies. 

Good Cop Bad Cop does an excel lent job of keeping 

everyone involved and paying attention, and the short 

playtime makes it more accessible than other social 

deduction games.

Good Cop Bad Cop
The local police precinct is rife with corruption. An 
agent has been sent to rally the honest cops, root 
out the bad eggs, and find the kingpin.

MSRP: $20 
Designers: Brian Henk, Clayton Skancke 
Publisher: Overworld Games 
4-8 players, ages 12+, 10-20 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    W i n t e r  2 0 1 75 12



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

Publ ishers :  would you l ike 
to see your games reviewed 
or added to th is l is t?  Vis i t 
o u r  web s i t e  f o r  d e t a i l s : 
 
CasualGameRevolution.com/
games/review- info

Apotheca*
Backstab
Bang! The Duel
Best Treehouse Ever
Bomb Squad
Bul l f rogs
Camel Up
Can’t  Stop
Carcassonne
Cast le Panic
Celest ia*
Cube Quest
Deadfa l l*
Dimension

Dragonwood
Dungeon Rol l
Erupt ion
Evolut ion
Fastrack
Feed the Shoggoth
Fidel i tas
F l ip C i ty
For Sa le
Forbidden Is land
Fuse*
Get B i t !
Get Lucky
Good Cop Bad Cop*

Gravwel l
Hanabi
Imhotep
Jo l ly Roger
Just  Desserts
Juxtabo
King of  Tokyo
La Boca
Lanterns
Love Letter
Nevermore
Nyet !
Pyramix
Qwixx

Ratt lebones
Rel ic  Expedit ion
Sher i ff  of  Nott ingham
Splendor
Stuff  &  Nonsense
Sushi  Go!
Tak•Tak
Takenoko
The Hare &  the Torto ise
Ticket to Ride
Timel ine
Tsuro
Walk the Plank
Wolf  and Hound*

Casual  Games

Party Games
Anaxi
20 Express
Apples to Apples
Att rAct ion
Bel lz !
Choose One!
Coconuts
Codenames

Concept
Last  Word
Loonacy
Off  Your Rocker
Pick les to Penguins
Pluckin’  Pai rs
RANDOMonium
Sketch i t !

Skōsh
Spot I t !  Party
Snake Oi l
St inker
Taboo
Watch Ya’  Mouth*
Wits and Wagers
Word on the Street

*Newly added

RECOMMENDED GAMES

Pairs alone supports more than 20 different games, yet 

Deadfall adds another option. The goal is simple: don’t 

play the last card of a particular rank — or at least don’t 

get caught.

Each player starts with a set of tokens (pennies, poker 

chips, or even written on paper) and is dealt a starting 

hand. Each round, a player enters one token into the pot. In 

order to determine the starting player, players each choose 

and play a card simultaneously, and the lowest card goes 

first. On your turn you may either play a card or call out 

an opponent, making the claim that their most recently 

played card does not match a card in any other player’s 

hand. As soon as a player is called, the round is over. If 

the caller was correct, he wins the pot and the player he 

called must pay him a penalty equal to the card’s rank. 

Otherwise, the caller has to pay the penalty.

Deadfall is quick, light, easy to pick up, and a great blend 

of bluffing, press-your-luck, and card counting. The artwork 

is also gorgeous. The length of the game is up to the 

players, so you can tailor it to your group’s specific needs. 

Given its tiny size and the huge variety of games the deck 

supports, it’s a great option for when you’re on the go. 5

Deadfall
Deadfall shares the same deck configuration as 
Cheapass Games’ Pairs (one card with the value of 
one, two cards with the value of two, and so on all 
the way up to ten). 

MSRP: $10 
Designer: James Ernest 
Publisher: Cheapass Games 
2-6 players, ages 12+, 15 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    W i n t e r  2 0 1 7 13 5



THE SPIEL ABOUT 
SPIEL 2016
This year’s Internationale Spieltage (“SPIEL”) in 
Essen, Germany, was once again the largest on 
record. With 174,000 turnstyle visitors from 50 
countries playing and shopping at 1,021 exhibi-
tor booths spread across seven exhibit halls, SPIEL 
is officially the largest board game convention in 
the world. Don’t let those numbers overwhelm 
you, though — it is still one of the most open and 
friendly conventions I’ve ever attended. It is my 
favorite tabletop and board game convention, and 
the people attending the event are just as respon-
sible for this as the number of amazing new board 
games that debut. There’s something about it that 
just makes me wish it was year-round. Like your 
favorite carnival that never travels, SPIEL is, to 
many board gamers, the highlight of their year.

Below:  the packed hal ls  of  SPIEL 2016 in  Essen.

Tiffany Caires
Tabletop Gamer  and 
Video Maker

145



MAKING AN ENTRANCE
Walking into either of the main entrances at SPIEL this 

year presented attendees with wide aisles flanked by 

welcoming exhibitors of all kinds. Whether attendees 

were looking for deals on this year’s hottest games, 

racing for the tit les released that morning, or just 

browsing for something new to them in board gaming, 

comics, or geek-culture accessories, many publishers 

were there to deliver in each of its seven halls. 

Most attendees of the show are there to play and explore 

the games offered rather than blindly buy what looks to 

be the latest and greatest in cardboard. Unlike Gen Con 

and other major American board game conventions, at 

SPIEL there is an expectation of trying a game completely 

before purchasing it. Zoch Verlag, one of the largest 

German board game publishers, embraces this focus on 

play with a board game rental library of their newest 

titles. Their massive booth consisted mostly of empty 

tables, where attendees could gather and play any of 

the titles they wished to borrow from the rental booth. 

Players were welcome to learn the games themselves, 

or they could flag down one of the many multilingual 

volunteers to teach them the game instead.

Many volunteers at SPIEL spoke a variety of languages. 

I noticed this year a trend among booth staff to wear 

flags on their name tags denoting which languages they 

spoke. While English, German, and French are the most 

common languages there, I had the joy of playing with 

gamers that spoke Italian, Portuguese, Spanish, Polish, 

Dutch, Chinese, Japanese, and Taiwanese. The language 

barrier was very low for English speakers, however, and 

even lower if you’re comfortable picking up a few German 

niceties to help you along. Many gamers that you might 

sit down to play with are likely familiar with gaming 

mechanics and terminology in their own language, and 

are just as excited to play as you are. 

Above:  a  few of  the many eye-catching games on 
display  at  the show.
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HOW TO WIN GAMES AND INFLUENCE MEEPLE
Probab ly  my most  memorab le  exper ience o f  SP IEL 

th i s  year  was  p lay ing  Dreams by O l i v ie r  G régo i re 

with an I ta l ian couple that spoke very l i t t le Engl ish. 

We taught them the game through pantomime and 

after every round they shared in our exci tement and 

joy over working together to accompl ish the round’s 

goal .  Or,  in one memorable instance,  we complete ly 

fa i led at  accompl ishing our goal  and let  the t ra i tor 

p layer tota l ly dupe us.

On another  day,  I  sat  in  on a game of  HOP!  by Mar ie 

Ca rdouat  and Ludov i c  Maub lanc  w i th  a  de l i gh t fu l 

German fami ly  o f  four.  Under  the cardboard c louds 

hanging in the rafters above us, we tossed a rainbow 

r ing  back  and fo r th  wh i le  p lank ing  on our  cha i r s 

o r  s i t t i ng  on  the  tab le ,  l augh ing  a l l  the  wh i l e .  I 

d idn’t  need to  unders tand German and they d idn’t 

need  t o  unde r s t and  Eng l i sh  f o r  u s  t o  en j oy  the 

game together.  Th is  i s  the cu l ture  and exper ience 

a l l  th roughout  SP IE L ,  no  mat te r  i f  you ’ re  p lay ing 

f o r  f un  o r  f o r  g l o r y  i n  one  o f  t he  seve ra l  Wo r l d 

Championsh ips  hosted a t  the convent ion . 

Playing games with strangers from al l  over the world 

is  one of  the most  exc i t ing par ts  of  the show for 

me. I  of ten forgot that I  was in an old mining town 

in  nor thern  Germany p lay ing  p ieces  o f  ca rdboard 

on top of  other pieces of  cardboard colored to look 

l ike a mult i tude of wor lds.  You hear laughter,  cheer-

ing, and banter at every table,  f rom within the mega 

booths of  Asmodee to the t iny sta l ls  of  publ ishers 

l ike StrataMax Games.

P lay is  universal  and celebrated,  both for  sa le and 

for show al l  throughout the hal ls .  This year featured 

some great  games — here are a few of  the casual 

t i t les worth checking out . 
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Did someone order a 
hot cup 

of blu�?

blueorangegames.com (415) 252-0372

The super sneaky game 
of deception and trickery, 

NEW from Blue Orange Games!
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DREAMS
Z o c h  V e r l a g  •  3  t o  6  p l a y e r s  •  A g e s  1 0 +  •  3 0  m i n u t e s

Players take on the ro le of  gods in th is  cooperat ive game by Ol iv ier 

Grégo i re ,  work ing together  to  bu i ld  conste l la t ions based on gor-

geous ar twork featured on the game’s  ta ro t -s ized cards .  The twis t 

i s  that  one p layer  i sn ’t  ac tua l ly  a  god,  and doesn’t  know which o f 

the four  d isp layed cards  the conste l la t ion i s  to  be based on.

Ea ch  round ,  p l a ye r s  a re  se c re t l y  a s s i gned  wh i ch  cons t e l l a t i on 

they ’ re  t ry ing to  bu i ld  or  ass igned the task o f  be ing the human. 

Then they take turns p lac ing gemstones o f  vary ing s ize  and co lor 

on the center  s ta r  map,  t ry ing to  rec reate  the image on the card 

wi th  these s ta rs .  P layers  want  to  make sure  that  i f  they know the 

cons te l l a t i on ,  they  convey  th i s  f ac t  to  the  o the r  p laye rs  in  the 

know,  whi le  a lso  not  mak ing i t  so  obv ious that  the human p layer 

can deduce which card they ’ re  a t tempt ing to  rec reate .  The human 

has to p lace gemstones as wel l ,  hoping to do so in  such a way that 

the other  p layers won’t  suspect  that  he or  she actua l ly  has no idea 

which card i s  be ing drawn wi th s ta rs .

Once a l l  s ta rs  a re  p laced,  p layers  vote  on e i ther  who they th ink 

the human is ,  o r  in  the human’s  case ,  which card i s  be ing drawn. 

Po ints  a re  then d is t r ibuted based on the resu l ts  o f  th is  vote .  I t ’s  a 

beaut i fu l  game wi th a  un ique theme on the c lass ic  h idden t ra i to r 

mechanic  that  wi l l  have everyone want ing to  p lay aga in and aga in .



HOP!
Fu n f o r g e  •  3  t o  6  p l a y e r s  •  A g e s  6 +  •  3 0  m i n u t e s

Sometimes you just need to be a l i t t le s i l ly in your gaming. 

HOP!  i s  a  dexter i ty  game where p layers  at tempt to toss 

a ra inbow r ing onto the f inger of  an opponent across the 

table .  Every turn,  the act ive player gets to pick who they 

would l ike to team up with for  thei r  r ing toss.  The catcher 

must  point  the i r  f inger  towards the sky and p lace the i r 

e lbow on the table ,  which they must keep there through-

out the toss.  The act ive player then tr ies to toss the r ing 

onto the catcher ’s f inger to earn the r ight to hop higher 

into the c louds.

But there’s a catch!  Before the player can throw 

the r ing ,  they must  f i r s t  d raw and car ry  out 

whatever the drawn card says to do.  This card 

could have them throwing the r ing whi le thei r 

forehead is ‘g lued’ to the table ;  i t  could have 

them standing on their chair or planking on the 

table ;  the catcher might be s lowly c i rc l ing thei r 

f inger,  or  who knows what e lse!  The other p layers 

not involved in the toss can place bets on whether or 

not this tossing team wi l l  succeed, which earns the gam-

blers the chance to hop higher,  or lose one of the bal loons 

keeping them in the a i r.  Overa l l  th is  game is  just  a  b i t 

s i l ly to watch and to play,  which is exact ly why i t ’s so fun.
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KINGDOMINO
Blue Orange Games • 2 to 4 players • Ages 8+ • 15 to 20 minutes

This fast-paced t i le placement game by Bruno Cathala was a surprise 

hit  for many folks at this year’s SPIEL.  In the game, players take 

turns selecting domino-l ike kingdom ti les to place in their kingdoms.

Ti les  must  be p laced wi th at  least  one s ide touching another  o f 

the same co lor,  which is  idea l  for  scor ing points .  Some k ingdom 

ti les feature crown icons in the corner that wil l  grant one point per 

crown per square of matching color connected to that crown t i le . 

Mult iple crowns in a color block simply mult iply the points earned, 

making a player’s kingdom more 

likely to have the most points, 

earning them the win. Games 

of Kingdomino  can be played 

as quickly as 15 minutes, but 

s t i l l  p rov ide a  n ice  tas te  o f 

s t ra tegy  and p layer  in te rac -

t ion ,  as  p layers  can deduce 

which tiles opponents are more 

l ikely to take for themselves. 

L i gh t ,  a i r y,  and  ado rab le  to 

boot, Kingdomino is sure to be 

a hit at your next game night.



COTTAGE GARDEN
S p i e l w i e s e  •  1  t o  4  p l a y e r s  •  A g e s  8 +  •  4 5  t o  6 0  m i n u t e s

Fans of  c lass ic spat ia l  v ideo games l ike Tetr is  wi l l  absolute ly love the t i le-

p lac ing game Cottage Garden .  A successor to Uwe Rosenberg’s two-player 

game Patchwork ,  Cottage Garden  has players take on the ro le of  gardeners 

try ing to cover a l l  the dir t  on their  plots of land with tetr is- l ike f lower t i les. 

Each of a player’s two garden plots features c lay pots and glass plant covers 

that players need to surround with f lower t i les ,  but not cover,  as those pots 

and plant covers are what earn them points.  A strategic use of cats can help 

you get the f lower t i les you need, or  f i l l  in any gaps in your gardens,  but 

those adorable k i t ten tokens aren’t  easy to come by.

T he  g ame  i s  s t r a t e g i c  mo re 

than luck-based, as players can 

a lways  see  what  t i l es  w i l l  be 

ava i lab le  fo r  them to p ick  on 

the i r  tu rn .  I t ’s  a  g reat  fami ly 

game tha t  works  we l l  w i th  a 

var iety of  gaming groups,  even 

with the gardening theme. The 

solo var iant is  a lso a fantast ic 

opt ion for  the gamer without a 

gaming group. 5

Ti f fany produces  v ideos o f  her  convent ion exper iences  at  shows 
s u ch  a s  E s s en  S P I E L  and  G en  Con  on  h e r  You Tub e  c hanne l 
(http://youtube.com/TheOneTAR). These day- in-the- l i fe v ideos give a 
gl impse of what it’s l ike to attend some of the largest conventions in 
gaming. She also produces reviews and streams game playthroughs, 
a l l  o f  which can be found on her channel .
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Most tabletop gaming enthusiasts have an opinion about Kickstarter and the games that are 
released through the crowdfunding platform. For better or worse, few can argue against the 
statement that Kickstarter has certainly made an impact in the tabletop gaming environment.

Entire development studios have been established thanks to the funding of excited backers, and 
there have also been plenty of flops along the way. Whether it is love or contempt, the fact that 
Kickstarter has become such a common talking point amongst the gaming population in the seven 
short years since it launched goes to show just how much the existence of this option has shaken 
things up. We crunched the numbers and even spoke to some veteran developers to assemble an 
analysis on the current landscape for tabletop games on Kickstarter. 

BY THE NUMBERS: 
TABLETOP TRENDS ON KICKSTARTER

How does being a 
Staff Pick correlate with a 

game’s crowdfunding success?

?Tabletop crowdfunding AT-A-GLANCE (2014-2016):

2,766
Projects funded

over $143 million
dollars raised

704
staff picks

The average non Staff Pick 
receives 388 backers with a 

total pledge level of $25,168.

The average Staff Pick 
receives 1,722 backers for a 

total pledge level of $129,708. 

of projects are 
chosen as Staff 
Picks. They raise34% 

of the total funding.
64% 

There is a clear correlation between very successful projects and the 

designation as a Staff Pick. While Staff Picks receive some extra expo-

sure on the site, this does not necessarily cause their success. Instead, 

the Kickstarter editors choose to feature projects that are unique, have 

a large following, or are already seeing unusual success on their own.

Jesse Tannous
Writer,  Gamer,  Editor, 
and Profess ional  Nerd

THE SUCCESS OF STAFF PICKS

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

225



30%  
 

of total funding 
goes to projects 
aimed at families 
and casual 
gamers (“casual 
games”).

1% KIDS

2% ADULTS ONLY / NSFW

6% OTHER / N/A

61% HARDCORE GAMERS

Do casual, family-friendly games receive more support on Kickstarter? 

Looking over the numbers for both Total Funding by Category and Target 

Audience, it becomes abundantly clear that despite the significant numbers 

for casual games, hardcore board games are still dominating the field. 

While Kickstarter campaigns for simple games like the incredibly successful 

1% EVENTS/OTHER

1% PRESS & MEDIA

1% DICE GAMES
34% BOARD GAMES

18% CARD GAMES

12% ACCESSORIES11% RPGs

9% EXPANSIONS

6% MINIATURES

4% WARGAMES

3% PARTY GAMES

$16.7K

$58.5K

$11.7K

$47.2K

$8.5K

$39.7K

$8.5K

$30.4K

$11.4K

$28.8K

$7.8K

$28.0K

$7.9K

$25.9K

$5.6K

$25.4K

$4.9K

$23.4K

$8.5K

$21.8K

$6.0K

$16.6K

$5.0K
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$4.3K

$6.5K
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ABOUT OUR DATA
To help contextualize what 
our findings really mean 
please keep the following 
information in mind: 

•	 Data was gathered on 
all successful projects 
from May 11, 2014 to 
May 11, 2016. Since 
unsuccessful projects are 
not available for browsing 
on Kickstarter, they were 
not included.

•	 All prices were gathered 
in U.S. dollars based on 
the conversion rates at 
the time of campaign 
completion. 

•	 Projects were assigned a 
game category and target 
audience by our research 
team. While this is largely 
a subjective process, we 
strived to maintain as 
much accuracy as possible.

•	 Outliers	 were	 removed 
from all target audience 
and category statistics in 
order to normalize results. 
These outliers consisted 
of the top 1% and bottom 
1% of projects based on 
total funding.

COMPLEXITY DOES NOT SPELL DISASTER

TOTAL FUNDING BY CATEGORY:

TOTAL FUNDING BY TARGET AUDIENCE:

AVERAGE FUNDING BY CATEGORY:
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Ask a group of ten gaming fans to name the tit le of 

a role-playing game (RPG) and most will probably be 

able to recall Dungeons and Dragons. Ask them to name 

a second one, and you’ll l ikely start to separate the 

hardcore RPG fans from the casuals. Despite this, it may 

come as a shock to many that RPGs represent 11% of the 

total funding raised in the last two years for tabletop 

gaming projects. That’s nearly $16 mill ion that backers 

have raised to bring these games to life, and practically 

every RPG that is encountered is going to be specifically 

targeting the hardcore gaming audience.

What this real ly tel ls us is that gamers are st i l l  very 

much interested in playing with their imaginat ions. 

The technological age along with the immediate grat i -

f icat ion people seek on an hourly basis has not ki l led 

their creative spirit. Fantasy worlds beautifully crafted 

on the page through the power of words st i l l  inspire 

plenty of gamers to part with their hard-earned dollars.

Exploding Kittens by Elan Lee (which raised $8.8 million) 

may often be highlighted more frequently from various 

news organizations, it hasn’t stopped backers from 

funding more complex projects. In fact, the exact oppo-

site seems to be the case, with both RPG’s and Wargames 

taking a lead over Party and Dice games in terms of both 

total and average funding metrics.

The discrepancy between total funding acquired and 

the percept ion that K ickstarter  projects produce a 

majority of simple casual games can be explained by 

looking at the Average Pledge Stat ist ics by Category. 

Wargames ,  min ia tu res ,  and  RPG ’s  a l l  exceed  the 

dol lar  amounts for  average pledge when compared 

to both dice games and card games. However,  the 

lat ter  average has s igni f icant ly more backers .  This 

increase in the number of  backers across hundreds 

of  projects over the last  couple of  years may have 

contr ibuted to th is percept ion. 

ROLE-PLAYING GAMES ARE THRIVING

AVG. PLEDGE AMOUNT / AVG. BACKER COUNT

Events

Wargames

Miniatures

Accessories

Board Games

RPGs

Expansions

Party Games

Card Games

Dice Games

Press / Media

93

411

198

361

868

585

530

512

681

658

679

$101

$99

$97

$70

$70

$56

$52

$49

$44

$41

$40

Hardcore Gamers

Kids

Other / N/A

Adults Only / NSFW

Families / Casual Gamers

501

281

380

530

741

$76

$58

$58

$53

$45

AVG. PLEDGE AMOUNT / AVG. BACKER COUNT

AVG. PLEDGES BY PROJECT CATEGORY

AVG. PLEDGES BY TARGET AUDIENCE
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What else dr ives success on Kickstarter? To dig further,  we held 

conversations with industry veterans Ted Alspach of Bezier Games and 

Michael Coe of Gamelyn Games. Both individuals are very experienced 

with managing successful Kickstarter campaigns, having accumulated a 

combined total of over $3 million in funding for their respective projects.

Preparation seems to be key for both designers. When asked about the 

amount of work that goes into an upcoming Kickstarter announcement, 

Coe explained, “From the time I receive the first prototype to the time 

we launch the Kickstarter is averaging around one year for us.” Alspach 

lends some detailed insight into what that time could be filled with when 

he described his own company’s process. 

“It’s dozens of hours of work to put together the Kickstarter project. 

The process starts with determining what the primary message of the 

campaign is. Next, there’s a giant spreadsheet that I use to determine 

what the reward levels are, including what the cost is to us, what the 

shipping cost will be to backers in the US, Canada, and other countries, 

and what the appropriate pledge amount will be for those reward levels. 

Knowing your costs down to the cents for each item in each level, as 

well as your shipping costs (including shipping packaging and time per 

Any project ,  no matter how wel l  advert ised,  pol ished, or  conceptu-

a l ized,  is  u l t imately at  the mercy of  the consumer.  That being said, 

looking at  our data paints a picture of  how a developer can t ry to 

increase thei r  l ike l ihood of  seeing a campaign successful ly funded. 

Looking at the average pledge stat ist ics for both Category and Target 

Audience can provide some c lues.

Fo r  ins tance ,  board  games ach ieve  a  s ign i f i cant l y  h igher  backer 

count ,  on average,  than other categor ies of  tabletop games (868) — 

thus i t  might be a good category to focus on.  However,  the average 

pledge amount for  board games ($70) approaches the average for 

games targeted at  hardcore gamers ($76) .  This suggests that board 

games, being more expensive to produce,  might perform better  i f 

targeted at  hardcore gamers who are wi l l ing to spend more money 

on thei r  games.

On the other hand, games targeted at  fami l ies and casual  gamers 

also tend to achieve a high average backer count (741). But the lower 

average pledge amount ($45) suggests that backers in this audience 

are not wi l l ing to spend as much money. Card or d ice games, being 

less expensive to produce,  may be a better  bet for  th is audience. 

VETERAN ANALYSIS

KEYS TO SUCCESS ON KICKSTARTER



unit) is really important. Then there’s the stretch goal 

contents and schedule. Finally, there’s the advertising 

and promotion schedule (yet another spreadsheet). This 

is a blueprint for all the promotional activities that will 

take place prior to and during the campaign, and the 

costs of each (as well as the perceived increase in backer 

support for each of those activities).”

While the prep time is indeed important, both creators 

weighed in on what designers can do to elevate the effec-

tiveness of any campaign. Alspach explained, “There has 

to be some indication that the gameplay is compelling,” 

and continued, “Almost as important is good artwork/

graphic design. If your game looks too amateurish, most 

potential backers won’t commit to it. Spending a little 

bit of money on key pieces of artwork is critical.” 

Coe focused his advice on what should be done once a 

game has reached a certain quality level and suggested, 

“Exposure and preparation are the two most important 

factors to campaign success.  That inc ludes publ ic 

reviews of the game, public appearances at conventions, 

appearing on trending hotlists, and the team behind 

the game demonstrating competency through a well-

constructed Kickstarter page displaying a seemingly well 

put-together product.”

Both creators have establ ished a strong reputat ion 

since they initially started on Kickstarter, which helps 

enable their projects to repeatedly rake in hundreds of 

thousands of dollars in backer support — but they didn’t 

start out that way. When asked whether or not they 

believe Kickstarter is still a suitable resource for creators 

who lack the experience, marketing budgets, or massive 

following of their well-established contemporaries they 

remained positive. 

Discussing the advantage independent creators can 

expect from Kickstarter, Coe reassured, “Kickstarter 

is sti l l  very much alive for the indie person. This is 

because the community is accessible. It ’s commonly 

said that Kickstarter is great because the creators are 

accessible, but for the indie creator, it’s great because 

the community is accessible.” 

Alspach also seemed optimistic and stated, “If you have 

a great game, and you’re able to communicate that the 

game is great in your campaign, your campaign is likely 

to be at least moderately successful, even if you don’t 

have a great deal of money for advertising or if you have 

a limited social media network. The latter two help quite 

a bit, but a good game, well represented on a Kickstarter 

page, will often sell itself.”

Obviously,  there is  much involved in f inding success 

through Kickstarter.  Another point that our experts 

agreed upon is that th ings have changed in the last 

f ive years when i t  comes to backer expectat ions from 

Kickstarter  projects .  People want qual i ty and many 

are growing t i red of being burned by poor ly designed 

o r  p r odu c ed  g ames .  T h i s  s h ou l dn ’ t  d i s c ou r a g e 

expe r imenta t i on  fo r  i nd ie  deve lope rs ,  bu t  r a the r 

prov ide some usefu l  ins ight  to  encourage them to 

unvei l  that creat ive project that’s been si t t ing on the 

s idel ines,  and br ing i t  into the spot l ight .  5 

THE IMPORTANCE OF QUALITY
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Tom, an avid gamer in Grand Rapids, Michigan, recalls when he brought home Potion Explosion 
hoping to play it with his wife Melissa. “When I asked her if  she’d like to play, she said that would be 
‘fine.’ What she meant, I knew, is that she would play it with me for me, not because she expected to 

enjoy it. But what I really want is to play a game with her we’ll both enjoy.”

“I love spending quality time with my husband,” Melissa adds, “so I often will play games with him when he asks 
me. But I definitely don’t enjoy board games as much as he does.”

This is a perennial problem with many couples: one person in the relationship wants to play board games more 
(sometimes a lot more) than the other person. Do you wish you could play board games more often with your 
significant other? Here are some tips and casual games you will both enjoy. 

For Love 
of the Game:
Gaming for Couples

Jon Den Houter
Freelance  Writer  and 
Avid  Gamer
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Cooperative Games
Some of the best games for  couples are cooperat ive 

games (sometimes cal led co-ops for short). In cooper-

at ive games players work together to beat the game, 

e i ther winning or los ing as a team, so the empha-

s i s  sh i f t s  f rom beat ing  your  opponent  to  work ing 

together.  Co-ops are especia l ly good for couples who 

don’t  enjoy compet ing against  each other.

Spencer and Lara Wi l l iams, co-hosts of  the Marr ied 

with Board Games podcast h ighly recommends that 

couples play cooperative games. “When I used to play 

against  Spencer in non-co-op games,” the compet i -

t ive Lara admits ,  “ I  would get in a bi t  of  a foul  mood 

when I  lost .” She has s ince learned to enjoy play ing 

her husband head-to-head, even i f  she loses. But she 

most ly enjoys play ing co-ops with him. 

Spencer  agrees  wi th  h is  wi fe .  “Coopera t ive  games 

build on the natural sense of teamwork couples share 

as  a  byproduc t  o f  be ing  in  a  re la t ionsh ip .”  The i r 

favor i te co-op current ly is  Eldr i tch Horror ,  which,  as 

a two-player game, they have yet to win. Why do they 

en joy p lay ing a  game they a lways lose?  Accord ing 

to Spencer,  there is  one s imple reason:  “We enjoy 

working together. Even though we fai l ,  we always end 

up having a great t ime!”

Besides Eldr i tch Horror ,  other cooperat ive t i t les that 

Spencer and Lara recommend are Forbidden Is land , 

Forbidden  Desert ,  Flash Point:  F ire Rescue ,  Pandemic , 

Elder S ign ,  and Harry Potter :  Hogwarts Batt le .  This 

author would a lso add Sher lock Holmes Consult ing 
Detect ive to the l is t .

Easy-to-Learn Games with Strategic Depth 

In addit ion to not want ing to compete against  each 

other,  the di ff icu l ty level  of  some board games can 

prevent couples f rom playing together.  The solut ion: 

casua l  games which  a re  easy  to  lea rn  but  have a 

good amount of strategic depth. Board game reviewer 

Dan K ing  descr ibes  them th is  way :  “ [board games 

that] are chal lenging enough for gamers, have enough 

strategy. . .but at  the same t ime i t ’s  easy for  [casual 

gamers]  to learn.”

In  h i s  v ideo  se r i es  ca l l ed  “Gamer  Tes ted ,  Spouse 

Approved,” Dan King and his wife Denise review board 

games that f i t  these two cr i ter ia .  They’ve reviewed 

at least  a dozen games, inc luding Unusual  Suspects , 

Karuba ,  Lanterns ,  Amphipolis ,  Lost Cities ,  Jaipur ,  Tally 
Ho! ,  and Love Letter .  Dan l ikes Love Letter  because 

i t  has  the depth to  be p layed on d i f fe rent  leve ls . 

A casual  gamer can play the game re ly ing more on 

luck ,  whereas  a  se r ious  gamer  can  t ry  to  deduce 

which two of  the s ixteen cards his or  her opponent 
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is l ikely holding. Denise l ikes Love Letter because it ’s 

easy to learn,  takes only f i f teen or twenty minutes 

to play,  and has a very compel l ing theme — amid a 

royal  court ,  p layers compete to get thei r  love let ter 

into the hands of  the pr incess.  This theme, inc iden-

tal ly,  makes Love Letter  an especial ly good choice for 

couples to play on Valent ine’s Day. 

Enriching Your Relationship
Every couple’s re lat ionship consists of  two person-

a l i t ies ,  two sets of  l ikes and dis l ikes,  and two sets 

of  hobbies and interests .  I t  is  not a surpr ise,  there-

fore,  that many passionate gamers have a s igni f icant 

other  who is  less exc i ted about board games than 

they are. The premise of this art ic le then isn’t how to 

convince your s igni f icant other to enjoy board games 

as much as you, but rather that a l l  couples can f ind 

games they can enjoy play ing together.

For the gamer in the relationship, Spencer offers some 

sound advice. “The quickest way to turn someone off 

from one of your passions, especial ly your spouse or 

s igni f icant other,  is  to push the issue.” Constant ly 

nagg ing your spouse to p lay a game wi th you wi l l 

almost certainly backfire. On the other hand, i f  you 

give your s igni f icant other the freedom not to play 

games with you, he or she wil l  almost certainly make 

the effort to play a game because of their love for you.

But games don’t  have to require effort ,  even for  s ig-

ni f icant others who don’t  typica l ly enjoy games. The 

board game hobby is  exploding,  with thousands of 

new t i t les coming out every year.  With some research 

and a l i t t le  pat ience,  any couple can f ind a board 

game or two that they both wi l l  love.

Spencer brought his wi fe Lara into the board gaming 

hobby.  Together  they have d iscovered many games 

they enjoy playing together. “I love that playing board 

games g ives us a way to spend t ime together that 

i sn ’t  watch ing mov ies  or  TV,”  La ra  says .  “ [P lay ing 

boa rd  games ]  i s  t ime  spen t  l ea rn ing  abou t  each 

o ther ’s  s t rengths ,  weaknesses ,  pass ions ,  and jus t 

p la in having fun.” 

When Tom brought home Potion Explosion to play with 

his wi fe ,  she said that would be “f ine.” So he e lab-

orated.  “The game reminds me of Bejeweled ,  which 
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Tips for Competitive Couples
“Smash Up is a pretty good two player game, as long as 

someone’s willing to sleep on the couch if things go South.” 

— Girlfriend

Maybe you just picked up a new game that you want to 

try out, but it pits you against an opponent. Or maybe 

you both really enjoy a game that has you face off against 

each other. Competitive games can fully be enjoyed by 

couples, but sometimes setting down a few ground rules 

ahead of time can help. Here are some quick tips for those 

head-to-head titles.

•	 Sometimes verbally agreeing ahead of time to not get 

upset if you end up... “not winning” can be a helpful 

reminder that you’re playing to have a good time.

•	 Keep the excessive bragging to a minimum. Everyone 

enjoys winning. No one likes losing, let alone having 

someone point that out. 

•	 If the game is really not going well for the other person, 

be willing to start a different game or take a break. 

•	 The winner can offer a consolation prize such as doing 

the dishes, buying dinner, etc.

you play a l l  the t ime on your phone.  The game 

board consists of f ive columns of different colored 

marbles.  On your turn,  you remove one,  t ry ing to 

combine marbles of  the same color.” 

“That sounds fun,” Melissa says. “Let’s give it a try.”

“I really think you’ll l ike it,” Tom says. 

And Melissa does l ike it, quite a bit. “We’ll have 

to play that again sometime,” she tells Tom when 

they’ve finished. “But now, let’s go get ice cream.”

“A wonderful ending,” Tom says, “to a great date!” 5



In the previous issue of  this magazine, London-based designer and publisher Steve Shields 
shared a case study in game creation based on his experience designing Planet 23. Now, 
he shares insights on taking a new game concept the rest of  the way.

Playing in the Big Leagues

10 Steps to Bring Your 
Game to Market, Part 2:

Steve Shields
Profess ional  Project  Manager,  Game Des igner  and Publ isher 
mai l@steveshie lds . info  |  www.planet23game.com
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STEP 6 | Are you testing me?

Par t  1  o f  th i s  fea ture  conc luded by  exp lo r ing  the 

process of  f inal iz ing your game design.  In th is step, 

we wi l l  ensure that  you rea l ly  have  f ina l ized your 

game design.  Moving f rom design to manufactur ing 

and marketing is a huge step, and it isn’t one to take 

l ight ly.  Here are some t ips to help more accurate ly 

def ine your def in i t ion of  ‘done. ’

There are three important quest ions to ask yoursel f 
before manufactur ing f in ished copies of  your game:

•	How thoroughly has the game been tested?

•	How positive was the feedback? 

•	How impartial were the people who tested it?

This last question is of vital importance because, no 

matter how objective a friend or relative attempts to 

be when providing feedback, psychologically they are 

hard-wired to offer views skewed towards the positive.

All feedback is good feedback, even the seemingly neg-

ative. Friends and family may help confirm that you 

are roughly on the right track, and could provide valu-

able suggestions for improvement. Nothing, however, 

compares to completely impartial feedback as you near 

the ‘do or die’ marketing and manufacturing phase.

For my own first game, a space exploration, combat, 

and resource management board game called Planet 23, 

my test plan included game nights after work with 

will ing colleagues tempted along by the offer of free 

beer and pizza. I also joined local groups of board game 

players and enthusiasts, who I found agreeably will ing 

to playtest for me at no expense (Meetup is an excel-

lent resource for this). This impartial feedback has been 

hugely valuable, and pivotal to my decision to publish.

Be the first to 

get 3 of the

same size 

pieces.

Hijinks



The target market of your game can determine which 

methods you employ to gather impartial feedback. Be 

creat ive! Seek out venues that help you reach your 

audience, wherever they may be: schools, l ibrar ies, 

conventions, community events, gaming clubs, etc. Get 

feedback from other game designers at Unpub events. 

Share a print-and-play copy remotely on Board Game 

Geek or the Board Game Designers Forum. Be will ing to 

give feedback to other designers, as well.

By whichever means you secure feedback from people 

or groups who are unfamiliar with you or your game, 

it is not a process you can avoid or shirk on — at least 

not without risking a lot of time, effort, and money. It’s 

better to get critical feedback now than to have it pub-

licly announced by a popular game reviewer later on.

STEP 7 | THE SUM OF ALL PARTS

Whether you’re self-publishing your game or submitting 

it to an established publisher, it is important to make 

considerat ions for manufactur ing.  Publ ishers need 

to understand early on how many playing pieces are 

involved, of which type and material, the number of cards 

required, their dimensions, etc. 

Usually, a retail price will reflect the number and quality 

of the items contained in the box — not to mention the 

box itself. The more items there are in a game, and the 

higher their quality and complexity, the higher the retail 

price required to make it profitable. 

The most expensive items to include in your game are 

probably custom playing pieces. Injection molding tech-

niques can rapidly produce thousands of components at 

a small cost per item, but the ‘tooling’ costs of produc-

ing molds for these parts can run into the tens of thou-

sands, and is an unavoidable expense. Avoid these com-

ponents if you’re on a tight budget or you’re aiming for 

a lower retail price.

An alternate option is to source pre-manufactured playing 

pieces, from dice and plastic figures to dials, card racks, 

and more. If you are sourcing these types of items, con-

sider the price (individually and in bulk), shipping costs, 

quality, and quantity available. Boards, boxes, card decks, 

and other printed components can be challenging to 

source as there are more factors to consider, but there 

are also many suppliers available who offer these services.

Rather than sourcing materials from different vendors, 

working with a single manufacturer or supplier proves 

to be more expensive but can reduce a lot  of  head-

aches .  The conven ience o f  hav ing  a l l  o f  the  par ts 

produced, assembled, and dispatched as indiv idual ly 

wrapped packages should not be underest imated.  In 

the end, you might earn less prof i t ,  but your spare 

bedroom, att ic ,  hal lways,  and garage wi l l  def in i te ly 

benef i t  — as wi l l  your soc ia l  l i fe !

The author’s  f i rst  publ ished game,  Planet  23 .
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I  f ind  tha t  us ing  a  s imp le  spreadsheet  i s  he lp fu l 

for  ca lculat ing costs and for  test ing the commercia l 

effects of  adding,  removing, or a l ter ing components. 

Th i s  i n c l udes  pe r - g ame  co s t s ,  a s  we l l  a s  p r i c e 

adjustments for  bulk quant i t ies .  Other costs which 

migh t  be  assoc ia ted  w i th  the  p roduc t ion  o f  your 

game fa l l  under the ‘one-off ’  or  ‘up-f ront ’  category, 

and usual ly include artwork, graphic design, tool ing, 

sh ipping,  and market ing fees .  Bear ing these costs 

increases your r isk,  so i f  you are paying more than 

a  sma l l  amount  f o r  them,  i t  i s  good  p rac t i ce  to 

ca l cu la te  the i r  re tu rn  on inves tment  (RO I )  be fo re 

committ ing resources.

In purely commercia l  terms, i t ’s  a tough business. 

The higher the markup you put on the cost of making 

and dist r ibut ing your game (your prof i t )  the lower 

the number of  sa les you are l ike ly to achieve.  I t ’s 

a  s imple fac t .  Some people be l ieve i t  i s  bet ter  to 

gain a l i t t le f rom a lot  than i t  is  to gain a lot  f rom 

a l i t t le — as with a l l  other aspects of  th is process, 

i t ’s  up  to  you  to  dec ide  what  you ’ re  a im ing  fo r. 

STEP 8 | GETTING IT OUT THERE

So, you’ve done it. You’ve created your game, planned 

out the costs and bel ieve you’re on to a winner.  You 

now have f ive main opt ions to get the bal l  ro l l ing: 

•	Submit your game to a publisher 

•	 Invest your own money into it

•	Seek funding from an investor

•	Publish online via a print-on-demand service

•	Run a crowdfunding campaign

Submitt ing your game to a commercia l  publ isher has 

severa l  advantages,  as ment ioned in Part  1 of  th is 

ar t ic le .  But you wi l l  a lmost certa in ly have to re l in-

quish the copyr ight and compromise on the artwork, 

t i t le ,  ru les,  game mechanics ,  etc .  Many large game 

houses  won ’ t  e ven  a c cep t  subm i s s i ons ,  r e l y i n g 

instead on thei r  own in-house expert ise and ideas. 

Compan ies  tha t  do  we lcome submiss ions  w i l l  be , 

and can afford to be, extremely picky. And very,  very 

s low. On the plus s ide,  i f  your game is accepted you 

can be fa i r ly  conf ident that you wi l l  earn a return.



Invest ing your own money is  h ighly r isky and, in the 

vast major i ty of cases, i l l  advised. This option should 

be cons idered in  cases where a  game has a l ready 

proven popular and generated a good number of sales, 

as  i t  can  be  used to  reduce  manufac tu r ing  cos ts , 

inc rease market ing ac t iv i ty,  and he lp  bu i ld  a  sus-

ta inable business by bui ld ing on previous successes.

Seeking funding f rom a t radi t ional  investor or  group 

of investors (as opposed to onl ine fundraising) is not 

always a straightforward business. The risk and return 

rat io on an untr ied board game wi l l  be off  the charts 

for  most successful  investment companies,  so your 

chances of  unlocking a dragon’s den worth of  capi ta l 

are s l im. Again,  th is opt ion is  best sui ted to those 

who have made inroads to the market a l ready,  and 

have demonstrable f igures indicat ing a heal thy ROI . 

Pr int -on-demand serv ices l ike The Game Craf ter  are 

by far  the easiest  way to have your game publ ished, 

and  they  p rov ide  many  l og i s t i ca l  bene f i t s  (o rde r 

process ing ,  sh ipping ,  on l ine presence,  e tc . ) .  Many 

designers use these serv ices for  prototype creat ion 

and/or  tes t ing  the  market ,  but  they  a re  not  idea l 

for  a f inal  product .  Component opt ions are l imited, 

reta i l  pr ices are of ten too high,  prof i t  margins can 

be very s l im, and the ease of  publ ishing resul ts in 

many low-qual i ty  games.  A lso ,  because of  the low 

barr iers ,  rev iewers are less l ike ly to take pr int -on-

demand games ser iously.

Crowdfunding on sites l ike Kickstarter is cheap, easy, 

and can be hugely successful .  Many excel lent games 

have been, and are being,  brought to market purely 

through the col lect ive purchasing power of  enthusi -

ast ic  gamers .  A quick search for  ‘board games’  on 

most crowdfunding sites wil l reveal an inspiring range 

of  projects ,  making this opt ion perhaps the one best 

sui ted to the f i rst - t ime publ isher.
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STEP 9 | ON THE CAMPAIGN TRAIN

I f  you intend to prof i t  from your game and you chose 

the se l f -publ ish ing route ,  then the market ing and 

promot ion of  your product can be the most r isky of 

al l stages. Tread careful ly before committing funds to 

any market ing campaigns, and take care to calculate 

the amount you can afford to spend per uni t  whi le 

re ta in ing  enough RO I  to  make a  p ro f i t .  Then tes t 

each market ing channel  wi th smal l  spends before 

increasing the amount i f  the l i t t le you invest results 

in revenues that exceed the amount spent .



It is important to create a strong marketing presence 

both online and off l ine. Consider putting together a 

simple website to promote your game or line of games, in 

addition to offering sales via popular marketplaces like 

Amazon and eBay. Contact board game distributors and 

negotiate supply agreements to get more of your games 

in circulation, then promote your game at conventions 

(both big and small) to help drive consumer sales. 

Direct sales to customers will earn more profit, but bulk 

sales to distributors and retailers can help establish 

long-term success.

Other marketing options available include traditional 

print media (advertising in a magazine like this one) 

and reviews obtained by submitting copies of your fin-

ished game to as many game reviewers and media outlets 

that you can reach. The more buzz you create in a wide 

variety of places, the better.

Last but not least, gather a l ist of email addresses 

of potential customers wherever you go. Whether via 

Kickstarter backer surveys, conventions, printed game 

inserts, or online sales, allowing customers to opt in 

to an email newsletter will greatly assist in audience 

building for this and any future games.

FINISHED!
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STEP 10 | JOLLY GOOD COMPANY

The f inal  step a long the road to mega success is 

to  s ta r t  your  own bus iness .  Why the f ina l  s tep? 

Wel l ,  i t ’s  a sad but unavoidable fact  that the vast 

major i ty of board game projects wither on the vine, 

fa i l ing to make the intended impress ion or other-

wise underper forming to  such an extent  that  no 

business is  required to manage the accounts and 

bui ld an empire.

Should your f i rs t  game manage to exceed your ROI 

goa ls  and genera te  a  pro f i t ,  you wi l l  have done 

excep t iona l l y  we l l  and  can  be  jus t i f i ab l y  p roud 

of  your achievement.  And i f  your f i rs t  game is a 

success,  your second could be even more popular, 

so you’ l l  be keen to press on.

Seek  some bas i c  f inanc ia l  and co rpora te  adv i ce 

before apply ing to set up a company of  your own. 

The re  a re  a  number  o f  d i f f e ren t  t ypes  o f  sma l l 

businesses that you can start  up,  and these di ffer 

great ly depending on your local  laws. However,  i t ’s 

a  lo t  eas ie r  and less  expens ive  than you might 

think, and can save a lot of trouble and costs in the 

long run. If the amount of revenue that you are gen-

erating justif ies it , retain the services of an accoun-

tant who wi l l  advise you on how best to balance 

the books,  manage your taxes,  and remain compl i -

ant with the prevai l ing regulat ions in your area.

I f  you have arr ived at th is point in the journey you 

are c lear ly  no s louch,  so t rust  that  gut  inst inct , 

press on,  and prosper.  5

Good luck, 
and happy gaming!
 
The author may be contacted v ia emai l  at 
mai l@steveshie lds. info

To f ind out more about Steve’s f i rs t  game, 
Planet 23 ,  v is i t :  www.planet23game.com
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From Pilot to Publisher: 
Grandpa Beck’s Story

The routes into game design all start with a passion for the hobby, and thereafter they are 
many and varied. But Brent Beck of  Grandpa Beck’s Games took one of  the most unlikely 
paths it’s ever been my pleasure to discover. He started out as an airline pilot but, fed up 

with unsure pension provisions in the industry, decided to seek another source of  income. Of  all 
the things he could have chosen, he picked the house rules for a favorite family game.

“We had developed our own rules for the classic card game Golf,” he explained. “We thought, ‘hey, 
our friends like playing this game, especially with illustrations, I bet we could sell it.’” Unlikely as 
it may sound, it turned out he was right. But he had no idea how long or how difficult the journey 
would turn out to be.

Matt  Thrower
Freelance  Board and 
Video Games Journal ist
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Back in My Day...
Beck  and h i s  w i fe  Taun i  a re  bo th  long - t ime game 

players .  “ I  actual ly proposed with a r igged game of 

Scrabble,” Beck revealed with a gr in.  “When we were 

a young marr ied couple with a l imited budget,  one of 

our main ways we would social ize would be to have a 

game night ,” he cont inued. “We’d let  the young kids 

watch a movie and the adults would enjoy play ing a 

game together.  As the k ids got o lder we started to 

involve them in our game night as wel l .”

Unsurpr is ingly,  Beck is a big advocate of the value of 

gaming to fami ly l i fe .  “L i fe is  real ly a l l  about re la-

t ionships,” he to ld me. “Game t ime is such a great 

way to  in te rac t  and bu i ld  those  re la t ionsh ips .  We 

bonded together as a fami ly by play ing games and 
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doing other act iv i t ies together.  Now, even though our 

chi ldren are a l l  adul ts ,  they remain c lose f r iends.  I 

g ive a lot  of  the credi t  for  that to the t ime we spent 

around our k i tchen table .”

These  a re  sent iments  tha t  w i l l  be  fami l i a r  to  any 

gamer with a family. But the Beck family spent enough 

t ime playing to develop and test  var iants and house 

rules of  thei r  staples.  “We had four card games that 

had been our fami ly favor i tes for  many years ,” Brent 

expla ined. “Our current l ine of four games is the cul-

minat ion of  taking those ideas,  opt imiz ing the rat ios 

and rules and adding a fun theme. Then working with 

our dear f r iend, and stay at  home mom, Apry l  Stot t , 

to create the artwork.”

Teeing Off
When Beck chose to start out with Golf ,  he had l i t t le 

idea of what lay ahead. “We counted ourselves as for-

tunate that we had a connection to a designer,” Beck 

said. “He’d had success designing, sel l ing, and dis-

t r ibut ing h is  own game.  We approached h im about 

developing our game, feel ing l ike we had access to 

an amazing shortcut. I t  was going to be easy, so we 

thought.”

Beck picks up the story. “First ,  he ran into complica-

t ions with his business partners and we lost his con-

nect ion to distr ibute the game. That was stressful , 

but we f igured with a good product ,  we could f ind 

someone to sel l  i t .” With the help of this designer, 

they decided to commission a print run from China. 

“It was a total bust,” Beck lamented. “The quality was 

abysmal, with muted colors, poor qual i ty materials, 

and splotches on many of the cards. The packaging, 

though eye-catching, was very impractical .  I t  was too 

bulky to pack efficiently, and couldn’t stand up on end 

without fal l ing over.”

Following this catalogue of disasters, Beck was under-

standably distressed. “After all the time, money, and effort 

that went into that first run, it was very discouraging,” he 

revealed. “We almost gave up at that point. Our finances 

were taxed, our marriage strained, and our egos bruised.” 

He still seems unsure of exactly what pulled them through 

the problems. “I’m not sure if it was stubbornness, deter-

mination, or stupidity that made us do it,” he pondered. 

“But while we had nothing to show for our first years of 

work, we did maintain the confidence that our games would 

be loved if we could bring them to market.”

What’s in a Name?
But this wasn’t the only problem Beck faced. You might 

think that finding a name for a game would be easy, but 

you’d be reckoning without the byzantine machinations 

of trademark law. “Originally Grandpa Beck’s Golf was 

going to get called Flip Nine ,” Beck revealed. “I didn’t 

use a trademark attorney. I searched the TESS trade-

mark site and didn’t see any conflicts. Unfortunately, 

the trademark office thought a game called Flip Four 
was too similar, so they rejected the application.”

T h e  n e x t  n ame  su g g e s t i o n  wa s  G rampy ’s  G o l f . 
Th is  rece ived condi t iona l  approva l  and got  put  up 

fo r  pub l i c  comment .  Beck  thought  they ’d  found a 

name .  “Un fo r tuna te l y,  a  sho r t  t ime  l a t e r  I  go t  a 

te rse  le t te r  f rom a  law f i rm in  Connec t i cu t  adv is-

ing me to cease us ing the name,” he went  on.  “A 
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person they  represented  had an  annua l  G rampy ’s 

Gol f  Tournament in F lor ida.” Beck engaged an attor-

ney who expla ined that personal izat ion was a good 

way to make a t rademark more defensib le .  “ I  never 

could have t rademarked the name Gol f  as i t  is  too 

gener ic ,”  he exp la ined.  “But  by ca l l ing i t  Grandpa 
Beck’s Gol f  we could t rademark i t .” 

Af ter  another pr int  run with better  components and 

a sturdier  box that cost  as much as the cards them-

selves,  Beck f inal ly had a sel lable game — at which 

point in the story, he made an astonishing revelat ion. 

“We off ic ia l ly  launched our brand at Toy Fai r  in New 

York in the winter of  2012,” he to ld me, “with a new 

game, Cover Your Assets ,  ready to introduce.” That ’s 

r ight .  In spi te of  a l l  the t roubles gett ing thei r  f i rs t 

game to market, they’d already created a second one. 

Kitchen Table Design
Part  of  the reason for  th is dr ive and success is  that 

the whole fami ly got involved in the process.  I  asked 

Beck how his k ids put up with the t i resome repet i -

t ion of  p laytest ing.  “The beginning stages of  test ing 

can be a bit dul l  and stressful ,” he agreed. “However, 

once we f igure out the r ight ru les and rat ios to make 

a game work,  the process becomes fun and exc i t ing. 

There is a real sense of sat isfact ion for our kids when 

one of their  ideas or ru les gets incorporated into the 

f inal  product .“

With family play so integral  to Beck’s phi losophy, i t ’s 

perhaps not surpr is ing that h is games are l ight  by 

hobby standards.  He’s happy with that assessment. 

“Our games are meant to be quick to learn and easy 

to play,” he said.  “L ike the old favor i tes we played 

with the k ids over the years such as Phase 10 ,  Pit , 

In Grandpa Beck’s bestselling game, Cover Your Assets, players stack matching pairs of assets (shown on the 
cards above) while trying to capture the top sets from other players’ stacks.
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Rook ,  and Uno .  Our games have a l i t t le more depth 

and st rategy than these games,  but  we very much 

wanted to evoke the same charm and s impl ic i ty of 

the c lass ics .” 

That sa id,  he’s certa in there’s more to some of h is 

games than it  might appear. “I  have played Skul l  K ing 
hundreds of t imes, but it is st i l l  always an interesting 

chal lenge,” he told me. “It is not hard to learn, but i t 

is very chal lenging to win consistent ly.” And he’s got 

evidence to back up his opinion. “Skul l  K ing is one of 

six games that you can enter into state, regional, and 

a national championship through the Double Exposure 

company.” A game capable of withstanding the exam-

inat ion of  tournament p lay is  unl ike ly to be l ight -

weight in the t radi t ional  sense. 

True Family Gaming
What  might  not  go  down we l l  w i th  hobby is ts  has , 

however,  proved popular with fami l ies .  “We can a lso 

see t rends in  our  Amazon sa les  that  ind icate  that 

others are shar ing our games,” Brent revealed.  “We 

frequent ly,  especia l ly dur ing the hol iday season, see 

orders for  mult ip le copies of  our games. That indi -

ca tes  g i f t  shopp ing .  Th is  k ind o f  ‘word o f  mouth ’ 

advocacy of  our  games is  what  has he lped double 

our sa les year af ter  year.”

Beck’s games generate enough enthusiasm that many 

of  h is customers offer  posi t ive feedback.  “We have 

been told by dozens of our customers that our games 

are thei r  new favor i te games for  thei r  fami l ies ,” he 

to ld me. “Many people refer  to Cover Your Assets  as 

the ‘gateway game’ .  I t ’s  br ing ing count less people 

into the idea of  tabletop game play as a benef ic ia l 

way to spend t ime with fami ly and f r iends.  We are 

pleased to be a v i ta l  part  of  the resurgence of  game 

play and advocates of  the counter-cul ture to the iso-

lat ion of  just  e lectronic game play.”

Getting in the game. Brent and Tauni Beck, friends, and family do their best pirate impressions during a game of 
Skull King — a fun trick-taking game where players bid on the number of tricks they think they will win.
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For  a l l  o f  the i r  success ,  Beck learned what  many have found 

before: board games are not enormously profitable. “This project 

began as an expensive hobby,” he said.  “Later i t  got to break 

even, and i t  has taken us years to get to the point of  showing 

a prof i t .”  But he’s a lso learned another wel l -worn t ruth:  that 

o f ten,  the journey is  as important  as the dest inat ion.  “We 

had a v is ion of  bui ld ing a brand, not just  making some s ide 

money on one game. So we went for  i t ,”  Beck enthused. “We 

enjoy the exper ience of  meet ing people,  shar ing our games, 

and shar ing our v is ion:  that games can be a powerful  tool  in 

bui ld ing posi t ive re lat ionships.” 5

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:

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    W i n t e r  2 0 1 75 48






