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WHY YOU NEED BOARD 
GAMES AS PART OF 
YOUR FAMILY LIFE

INTRODUCTION

THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

This book is aimed at parents who want to spend more time with their chil-
dren, and enjoy it. When you have older children in the house, it is not 
unusual to go through an entire week or more without having a proper con-
versation with them. Indeed, most conversations with young adults are 
transactional: arranging lifts, lending money, negotiating meals … For many 
parents, the in-depth debriefs about the school day, the anxious heart-to-
hearts about worries and the excited outpourings of triumphs and successes 
disappeared around the child’s tenth birthday (if they ever did happen). 
Although it may be normal to barely speak to your children, that doesn’t 
mean it is right for us as parents or for them. However, it isn’t easy to just 
strike up a proper conversation with someone who is permanently shielded 
by headphones and giving off ‘leave me alone’ signals. For conversation to 
flow naturally, we need to spend good chunks of time face-to-face with our 
children. You can’t have a proper conversation through a door.

It can be challenging to share time with your children, particularly if they’ve 
reached that awkward stage at which they appear to be doing what they can 
to avoid you. The amount of time I want to spend with my own children can 
depend on what mood they are in, how many jobs I have to do and whether 
I’m equipped with a nice cold glass of my favourite tipple. But even when life 
is busy and tensions are high, I yearn for some quality time with them. I 
expect you do too; that is why you are here. 

This book will help you to reconnect with your children through introducing 
board games to the family home. I understand that the idea of your kids 
willingly skipping downstairs when the ‘family bell’ sounds on a Sunday 
afternoon, calling excitedly for their younger siblings and declaring that 
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they’d just love to embark on a three-hour epic game with the whole family 
may have you snorting tea out of your nose. So let me make a few points 
about the realities of family gaming:

 ■ I do not live in the Little House on the Prairie and I know you don’t 
either.

 ■ You do not have to play long games, ever. Unless you want to. There are 
loads of brilliant games that fit happily into a 20-minute slot. 

 ■ You don’t have to play games as a whole family. Nobody should ever be 
forced into playing. 

 ■ You don’t need to set a pre-scheduled time for playing.
 ■ Family games are so much more than they used to be, so abandon your 

preconceptions. The choice and quality available will blow your mind 
(and your children’s). 

 ■ If you follow the ideas in this book, game playing will become 
normalised in your family. At some point your children will bolt 
downstairs to play and you’ll not even raise an eyebrow, let alone 
splutter out your tea.

Through reading this book, you’ll find out how to hook your children into 
board gaming through clever exposure and stealth tactics. You’ll discover 
your own love of playing games and, in the process, develop your skills as a 
player and as a teacher of board games. You’ll learn how to navigate through 
the choppy seas of sibling rivalry, minimising the arguments and the tears, 
and promoting gamesmanship. You’ll modify and redesign those games you 
already own to better suit the family. You’ll discover your sweet spots, finding 
games that work well for you and your children that don’t break the bank. 
And, crucially, you’ll become a master of the metagame: the most important 
game of all. 

This is not an encyclopaedia of games. Although I will mention lots of differ-
ent games and point you in the direction of ones that your family might 
enjoy, this book is not designed as a reference guide to every game you may 
ever want to play. There are thousands of new games released every year, 
and I won’t even play 1 per cent of them (and I play a lot of games). There 
are already some outstanding resources available for you to conduct your 
own research, so I’ll point you in the right direction and show you where to 
look. 

When I mention a game in the book, it will be to illustrate a point. Don’t 
expect full explanations of rules or detailed reviews because you won’t get 
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them here. Any game which is set in bold italics is listed in the appendix, 
where each entry includes a brief overview of the game and key information 
about game length, player count, etc. To find out more about these games, 
you can search for video and blog reviews online, where you’ll find play-
throughs, reviews and explanations of the rules. The appendix is designed 
to be an aid to the discussion in this book, rather than a go-to reference for 
all things board game related. 

WHY ME?

Someone recently asked me what skills board games have taught me. For 
me, that question is a bit like asking what skills you’ve developed due to 
having a sister, or from going to school. It is a big question and practically 
impossible to answer. Board games have been woven through the very fab-
ric of my life, so I can’t disconnect that one element to make a judgement 
about their impact on me. Games have just always been there as a com-
pletely normal activity. I know that playing games has contributed enormously 
to my ability to interact with others, manage failure, work creatively with 
available resources, experiment with multiple paths to success, solve inter-
esting problems, adapt to changing situations and make decisions quickly. 
But I don’t have another non-board-gaming version of me to compare 
myself with, so I can’t know what I would have been like without games. Nor 
do I really want to. 

I love board games. I loved them when I was a child and I still love them now. 
I love that each game provides a potted experience in a box. Whether I’m a 
farmer making decisions about field planning and crop rotation, one of a 
group of people running from an erupting volcano or a space explorer try-
ing to expand my own civilisation, I’m able to immerse myself in the world of 
the game and the puzzles and problems presented by the mechanics. I get 
absorbed in the decision-making process, trying to optimise the outcomes 
as best I can. There is real pleasure to be found in making discoveries and 
testing out new strategies. 

When I was a child, all my friends’ families had board games at home and 
played them regularly. Being a board game family was unremarkable. In my 
case, however, a few other ingredients were thrown into the mix that may 
have cemented my fate as a lifelong game lover. My mum was a senior lec-
turer in primary mathematics at Homerton College, Cambridge. She loved 
teaching maths through games and would often make up her own and test 
them out on my sister and me, before trying them with her students. Mum is 
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a great believer in the importance of mastery of mental mathematics and 
believes that the easiest way to get your children to practise mathematical 
skills and to develop mathematical understanding is by disguising that prac-
tice in a game. Mental arithmetic, logic, probability, properties of shape and 
space, patterns, networks, systematic working and more can all be taught 
and reinforced through games. Once a year, Mum would give her students 
an assignment to design and create their own games. These prototypes 
would pass through our house for assessment … and that meant being 
played with. 

My father gets bored very easily and uses two main strategies to manage 
this. Firstly, he creates very structured, optimised routines, so that a dull task 
happens in the most efficient manner. For example, in about 1983 he wrote 
a computer programme that, when he types in items needed from the 
supermarket, will order them according to the layout of the shop. This 
reduces time spent backtracking and gets the task done in the most time- 
and energy-efficient manner. Although Dad now lives in a different town, 
with a different shop, he still uses the programme weekly. And, yes, Tesco 
does insist on moving everything around every now and then, at which point 
the programme is rewritten. Secondly, he gamifies life. A favourite obsession 
of his is to use random generation to ‘keep life interesting’. This can be fun: 
randomly selecting meals for the week or the next CD to play. It can also be 
frustrating: his wife, my stepmother, was once forced to phone her Uncle 
Norman because his name came up on the random family phone calls 
spreadsheet. But it can go too far. My mother was once subjected to an 
underwhelming week-long holiday in Swepstone in Leicestershire because 
of random numbers being applied to the index of the Gazetteer of British 
Place Names. In 43 years, neither of them has been back. It’s good to find 
ways for games to become part of your life, but not ways for them to deter-
mine the destination of your holidays!

So as a child, board game design and gamification were familiar concepts. 
When we got bored with the standard versions of games we owned, my 
sister and I would modify them to mix things up a bit. New character cards 
and new rules were created for Guess Who. Happy Families were much hap-
pier with great-grandmas, grand-nieces and second cousins twice removed. 
The code-breaking classic Mastermind was more challenging with five or six 
pegs. Mum says her copy of The Great Game of Britain still contains our cus-
tomised event cards, involving much more outlandish, unusual and (frankly) 
revolting events than the standard version does. 

Our favourite game was Railway Rivals. Mum heard of it in an article written 
in around 1984 by a maths teacher who had used the game to teach his 
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bottom set maths groups.1 Its designer, David Watts, a maths teacher him-
self, self-published the game and, in order to get a copy, Mum wrote to him, 
enclosing a cheque. The game arrived in the post in the cardboard tube in 
which it still lives all these years later. In the game, players firstly construct 
their own railway by drawing lines with dry-wipe pens from hexagon to hex-
agon across a map. In the second half of the game, they run trains on the 
lines they’ve created. I recently conducted an extended family audit and 
discovered that, over five households, we have 32 different Railway Rivals 
maps, including three copies of South Sweden, four copies of London and 
Western and one prized copy of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Middle Earth that none of 
us knew my sister Jenni owned. Although Railway Rivals won the 1984 Spiel 
des Jahres, a prestigious German award given to the game of the year, it was 
never mainstream. Even after winning the award, it remains obscure and 
undiscovered even by the keenest gamers. A far cry from most family games 
of the time, Railway Rivals allowed you to create your own network from 
scratch, creating a unique board for every game. The flexibility and creativity 
that Railway Rivals allows has hugely influenced my attitude towards board 
gaming. 

My mum also says that she wanted us to learn how to lose. Both my parents 
would play to win. There may have been handicapping built into the house 
rules for a few games, but once this had levelled the playing field, it was 
everyone for themselves. This gave us plenty of chances to fail. I’m sure I 
didn’t always handle losses with grace, but when I won, I knew I had earned 
it. House rules allowed us to compete as equals. My parents enjoyed playing 
just as much as we did. Parental enthusiasm rubs off on children and I’m sure 
I have my parents to thank for sparking my delight in board games.

I was also blessed with a wonderful granny, who lived with us for my entire 
childhood in a granny flat attached to the house. Every evening my sister 
and I would each take a turn with Granny. Daily turns lasted around 20 min-
utes. Sometimes Granny and I would chat, but usually we’d play word games 
and card games: Beat Your Neighbour, Go Boom, Whist, Town and Country, 
Consequences, Boxes … Granny taught me lots of versions of Patience, to 
help me entertain myself more effectively. Granny would never have any-
thing planned or something more important to do; she would always just be 
there ready to do whatever we wanted – for 20 whole minutes. When I’d 
used up my Granny time and nobody else wanted to play with me, I’d exe-
cute full games of Monopoly with my cuddly toys – me taking turns for each 
of them. I’d usually win. My toys were kind to me. 

1 Unfortunately, I’ve been unable to track down the source.
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As an adult, I’ve always worked with teenagers in some way or another. In my 
early twenties, I worked at a summer camp in upstate New York, became a 
director for a children’s theatre company, ran after-school drama groups, 
spent nine months working as a teen activity coordinator on a cruise ship 
and eventually became the head of drama in a secondary school. Throughout 
all these jobs, I modified and designed loads of games to aid my teaching 
and to keep the teens in my care entertained. I created drama games based 
on fractions and decimals, scavenger hunts that involved a series of mini 
logic problems and complex trust games that involved mazes and program-
ming actions. 

From 2004 to 2017, alongside my husband, Paul, I was owner and director 
of Pivotal Education, the UK’s largest team of school behaviour specialists. 
Pivotal Education helps school leaders to define and build positive cultures 
in their school, improve relationships and embed exceptional behaviour. 
Pivotal Education has helped thousands of teachers to transform their class-
rooms and improve outcomes for their learners. My understanding of 
behaviour and experience of helping teachers to change their own behav-
iour to impact that of their learners helps me to understand the challenges 
that parents face in managing behaviour in the home.

In the early days of Pivotal Education, I ran training sessions for primary 
school teachers in how to teach maths more actively. These sessions would 
use drama and gamification to challenge them to expand their practice and 
to take more risks to increase pupils’ engagement with the subject. These 
workshops fired up my mathematical interest, which had been lying dormant 
since completing my A levels, and I embarked on a second part-time under-
graduate degree with the Open University. Six years on, I’ve nearly 
completed my BSc in mathematics. I keep getting side-tracked, because the 
course content provides such great inspiration for board games that I have 
to go off and make them. 

I’ve been a board-gaming teenager and a board-gaming teacher of teenag-
ers, and now I am a board-gaming parent of one teenage son and another 
who soon will be. Other people feed their children hearty and varied meals; 
I feed mine board games. They do get food too (and reasonably healthy 
stuff), don’t worry, but I aim to nourish their souls with games. I realise I’m 
more than a little obsessed, but games have had such a positive impact on 
the family that, for me, it is a total no-brainer. Board games are part of our 
family brand and that’s a badge we all wear proudly. I recently overheard my 
younger son telling my older one that he can only have a new girlfriend on 
one important condition: she must like playing games. My elder son agreed. 
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Now I’m putting my understanding of behaviour, my experience with gami-
fication, my teaching skills and my game-playing history to use by helping 
other parents to introduce board games into family life. 

WHY BOARD GAMES?

So why board games? There are other ways to engage teenagers in family 
activities. Other hobbies do exist. You could construct model aircraft, strip 
and rebuild a car engine, play basketball or do scrapbooking … But board 
games are different; they are special. Here’s why:

 ■ The bar to entry is very low. You don’t need special training or 
certification. Board games don’t rely on any special skills or expertise 
and you don’t need to have played a hundred different games to be 
able to teach someone how to play one. Most games are designed to 
be picked up, learned and played quite quickly by those who have 
never touched them before. While you may come across some real 
board game geeks, you certainly don’t have to be one to join in. 

 ■ There is a huge amount of variety within board gaming. The types of 
experience you have while playing games, the differences in mechanics, 
themes, artwork, characters and components are truly mind-boggling. 
Games vary in length and complexity. Different games require different 
skills and knowledge for success. There are games to suit everyone. 

 ■ Board games are portable and easy to store. You don’t need to take 
over the loft, as you might with a miniature railway set. You can grab a 
game from the cupboard and set it up in minutes. 

 ■ There is no major long-term commitment. Adults may have grand plans 
about huge projects to embark on with their children, but even when 
initially greeted with enthusiasm, the project may easily outlive a 
teenage attention span (and possibly an adult one too). One rainy day 
of trying to build a treehouse might be the beginning and end of a 
gloriously billed parent–child project. Board games have no such issue; 
each play is a complete experience in itself.

 ■ Board gaming is an indoor pursuit. In the UK it rains. And for months of 
the year it gets dark early. You may love mountain biking as a family, but 
it isn’t always weather-appropriate. On those long, dark, wet evenings, 
board games will not let you down.

 ■ Board games will fit into your day. You can select the game according to 
the number of players you have and the time you want to spend. You 
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can select a game that you can play in half an hour or that takes a full 
afternoon. Set-up time is minimal. You can grab a game and be up and 
running quickly. 

 ■ Once you own a game, you can play it over and over again: it’s an 
unlimited resource. You aren’t restricted to a certain number of plays 
before the game becomes useless. So if you launch into a game and 
you’re not feeling it, you can pack it away and pick another, with no 
wastage and no cost. 

 ■ Board games increase interaction and boost relationships.2 When you 
play games, players focus on one another, but within the safety and 
structure of the game. To be successful, you learn to communicate 
effectively so that you can accomplish your objectives. 

 ■ Playing games can increase your awareness of others. Players learn to 
truly listen to obtain information about other players. The timbre, pitch, 
tone and volume of the voice gives indications of how they are feeling 
about their moves. A player’s body language – like switching the order 
of the cards in their hand, or becoming unnaturally still, or the direction 
of their gaze – gives micro-clues to their possible next plays and overall 
strategy. 

 ■ Board gaming is inclusive. Anyone can play. All ages can play together. 
Many disabilities can also be catered for. Children can compete on a 
level playing field with their parents. With the right games, strength, 
age, physical ability and prior knowledge will give you no discernible 
advantage. 

 ■ Playing games improves memory formation3 and cognitive skills,4 
increases processing speed,5 develops logic and reasoning skills,6 

2 Lawrence Robinson, Melinda Smith, Jeanne Segal and Jennifer Shubin, The benefits of play for 
adults, Help Guide [blog] (November 2018). Available at: https://www.helpguide.org/articles/
mental-health/benefits-of-play-for-adults.htm. 

3 ‘Nothing lights up the brain like play. Three-dimensional play fires up the cerebellum, puts a lot 
of impulses into the frontal lobe – the executive portion – helps contextual memory be 
developed.’ Stuart Brown, ‘Stuart Brown: play is more than fun’, TED.com [video] (12 March 
2018). Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HHwXlcHcTHc.

4 Health Fitness Revolution, Top 10 health benefits of board games, Health Fitness Revolution 
[blog] (15 May 2015). Available at: http://www.healthfitnessrevolution.com/top-10-health- 
benefits-board-games/. 

5 Allyson P. Mackey, Susanna S. Hill, Susan I. Stone and Silvia A. Bunge, Differential effects of 
reasoning and speed training in children, Developmental Science, 14(3) (2011): 582–590.

6 Jennie Pennant and Liz Woodham, Developing logical thinking: the place of strategy games, 
NRICH Maths (November 2013). Available at: https://nrich.maths.org/10019.
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improves critical thinking,7 boosts spatial reasoning,8 improves verbal 
and communication skills,9 increases attention and concentration,10 
teaches problem-solving,11 develops confidence12 and improves 
decision-making. 

 ■ Playing games teaches competitiveness within a limited domain. The 
family learns to play to win but they don’t need to win. Everyone gets 
used to experiencing defeat; games involve failure on a manageable 
scale. 

 ■ Playing games can increase our consideration of and respect for others. 
A common parental mantra is, ‘You wouldn’t like it if your sister did that 
to you’ and with the fast pace of turn-by-turn action in board games, 
your children can see the implications of this phrase being played out in 
real-time. ‘Treat your brother as you want him to treat you’ has a lot 
more meaning if the tables are going to turn in the next 30 seconds. 
Through games we learn to consider the impact of our actions on 
others.

 ■ Board games provide players with challenge. We strive to improve our 
own performance by experimentation. Mistakes are remembered and 
learned from. While beginner’s luck may occur from time to time, usually 
players who have had the most experience at playing a game will be 
the most successful. Players learn that the time taken on refining their 
strategy and game play will reap benefits in the future. 

7 Gwen Dewar, Board games for kids: can they teach critical thinking? Parenting Science [blog] 
(n.d.). Available at: https://www.parentingscience.com/board-games-for-kids.html.

8 Shen-Li Lee, How to help children develop spatial reasoning skills, Figur8 [blog] (8 February 
2017). Available at: https://www.figur8.net/2017/02/08/developing-spatial-reasoning-skills/.

9 John Leana, Sam Illingworth and Paul Wake, Unhappy families: using tabletop games as a 
technology to understand play in education, Research in Learning Technology, 26 (2018). 
Available at: https://journal.alt.ac.uk/index.php/rlt/article/view/2027. 

10 https://www.scholastic.com/parents/kids-activities-and-printables/activities-for-kids/
arts-and-craft-ideas/benefits-board-games.html

11 Damian Corless, Teaching life skills using board games? It’s child’s play … Independent.ie  
(1 November 2010). Available at: https://www.independent.ie/life/family/learning/
teaching-life-skills-using-board-games-its-childs-play--26790410.html. 

12 Jean Rhodes, 10 reasons mentors should play cards with their mentees, The Chronicle of 
Evidence-Based Mentoring [blog] (12 April 2015). Available at: https://www.
evidencebasedmentoring.org/play-cards/. 
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 ■ Playing games has proven health benefits13 as it induces laughter14 and 
reduces stress, which boosts the immune system and lowers blood 
pressure.15 

All this potential from a few dusty boxes lurking at the back of a cupboard.

You may come to this book with preconceptions about board gaming. 
Unless you have played some of the new games that have been published 
in the last few years, these will likely come from your own experiences of 
board gaming as a child. But the world of board games is very different now. 
The rise of crowdfunding has had a huge impact on tabletop games, spark-
ing a surge in innovation and allowing hobby game designers to get their 
creations out into the world. In the same way that social media has driven a 
shake-up of traditional journalism, so has crowdfunding forced the big 
game publishers to get creative. This isn’t a renaissance of board gaming; it 
has never been this good.16 Inventive mechanics, clever interactions, inter-
esting themes and beautiful components will draw you in and get you 
hungry for more. If you go to a game convention or a specialist game shop, 
you’ll see people from every walk of life. Board gaming is magnetic and 
indiscriminate in its attraction. It’s time to banish your assumptions and get 
ready for the ride of your life.

WHY NOW?

It seems that everyone is spending more time on their smartphones or other 
devices and less time communicating face to face. Young people are grow-
ing up in increasingly digital environments and some are suffering from 
reduced social skills, difficulty sleeping and, in some cases, technology 
addiction. As adults, we too turn to screens for our entertainment and relax-
ation. There are families all over the country in which people are sharing 
experiences with their smartphones, rather than with each other. Children 
are growing up in a world in which this is the new normal. But it seems 

13 Alessandro Viggiano, Emanuela Viggiano, Anna Di Costanzo, Andrea Viggiano, Eleonora 
Andreozzi, Vincenzo Romano, Ines Rianna, et al., Kaledo, a board game for nutrition education 
of children and adolescents at school: cluster randomized controlled trial of healthy lifestyle 
promotion, European Journal of Pediatrics, 174(2) (2015): 217–228.

14 Lawrence Robinson, Melinda Smith and Jeanne Segal, Laughter is the best medicine, Help 
Guide [blog] (November 2018). Available at: https://www.helpguide.org/articles/mental-health/
laughter-is-the-best-medicine.htm.

15 See http://www.healthfitnessrevolution.com/top-10-health-benefits-board-games/.
16 Mason Boycott-Owen, After books and vinyl, board games make a comeback, The Observer (13 

May 2018). Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/may/12/
millennials-drive-board-games-revival.
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obvious that it shouldn’t be normal. How long should we let this go on 
before we look back, assess the real damage and understand the cost?

It feels like every week a new study emerges warning about the conse-
quences of our children’s reliance on smartphones: from social isolation to 
concentration problems, bullying, bad language and exposure to pornogra-
phy. Children as young as 12 are eligible for treatment for gaming addiction 
on the NHS.17 The World Health Organization has officially classified ‘gaming 
disorder’ as a disease,18 and we have heard that the more time people 
spend on social media, the lonelier they are likely to become.

Technology is here to stay. We aren’t going to reverse back to a ‘simpler 
time’ nor would most of us want to. Development will speed up, not slow 
down. What needs to change is our relationship with technology: our reli-
ance on it and our life outside of it. We need to find ways to manage digital 
technologies around our relationships, not the other way around. Dr Richard 
Graham, consultant in digital psychiatry at Nightingale Hospital, runs the 
UK’s first technology addiction service. He says, ‘Clearly new technologies 
are not just blindly positive for all,19 and critically, knowing when not to use 
devices may be a cornerstone to digital-wellbeing.’

Today, the majority of parents will have grown up before the internet, the 
rise of smartphones and the ubiquity of Wi-Fi. When we were growing up, 
we had to entertain ourselves, make our own fun and experience boredom. 
But this was a while ago and many of us have forgotten how we used to 
entertain ourselves, how we discovered information and how we communi-
cated with friends. Today’s young adults were born into a time when the 
internet was mainstream. They’ve not known a different world. In a very short 
space of time, all parents will be of the internet generation. Nobody will 
have even those hazy and rose-tinted memories of life before widespread 
technology. If we, today’s parents, don’t make an effort to create rich offline 
experiences for our families, how will our children be able to do the same 
for their own children when they are parents? As the bridging generation – 
who were children pre-internet and parents with-internet – we are in a 
unique position to challenge and define the new world order. We can’t stop 
the march of technology, but we can establish its place within our families. 

17 The Telegraph, NHS to treat child gaming addicts as young as 12 isolated from friends (31 July 
2018). Available at: https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/07/31/nhs-treat-child-gaming- 
addicts-young-12-isolated-friends/. 

18 See https://www.who.int/features/qa/gaming-disorder/en/. 
19 Richard Graham, A cure for the fear of missing out? Huff Post [blog] (22 May 2016). Available at: 

https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/dr-richard-graham/fear-of-missing-out_b_7349230.html.
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Fear and panic may help us to educate our children about the perils of the 
online world, but it won’t teach them the joys of the offline one.

As parents, we recognise the problem, but many of us don’t know how to 
shift the balance – so, to start with, it is time to be honest with ourselves 
about our own relationship with technology. It isn’t fair to expect our chil-
dren to withdraw from screens when we ourselves don’t even go to the toilet 
without our smartphone. There may be a nagging voice in my head that tells 
me that I shouldn’t be on mine, but there is a louder voice that pipes up with 
all sorts of justifications. If you pine for screen-free time for your family, you 
should start with yourself. While you read this book and test out the ideas, 
put yourself through a gentle digital detox. (Have a look at How to Break Up 
with Your Phone by Catherine Price for starters.20) Gradually change your 
relationship with your smartphone so that you are in control of it, rather than 
the other way around. 

You, as a parent, are the best person in the best position to teach your chil-
dren how to fully live outside their smartphone, tablet or games console. We 
need to develop our family’s offline lives to keep pace with our online ones.

YOU ARE NOT ALONE

Most teenagers develop what their parents would (politely) describe as an 
over-reliance on their smartphones, creating a refuge into which they can 
retreat for many hours. Much of the time, they are living within their online 
worlds. When they are forced out of this world and back into ours, where the 
structures, hierarchies and rules are different, sparks can fly.

You’re not alone; managing children’s interaction with their online world is 
reportedly the biggest issue for modern parents:

Action for Children’s latest research has found that nearly a quarter of 
parents struggle to get their children to “unplug” and take part in activi-
ties away from television, smartphone and computer screens. When 
asked which behaviour they found most difficult to control in their chil-
dren, more parents said they struggled to limit technology-based activity 

20 Catherine Price, How to Break Up with Your Phone: The 30-Day Plan to Take Back Your Life 
(London: Trapeze, 2018). 
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(23 per cent) than get children to eat healthily (19 per cent), go to bed 
(18 per cent), or do their homework (10 per cent).21 

The battles that you are having are being played out in households every-
where. You may not realise how widespread the issue is because many 
parents choose not to talk about it. A child’s dependency on their smart-
phone (or other screens) may be seen as a parenting issue, or even as a 
parenting failure. Along with the worry about the amount of time spent 
online goes the guilt that you should be more effective at reducing it. Guilt 
or embarrassment can prevent parents from openly sharing their concerns 
with others. So take heart, this is a problem that almost all parents have to 
deal with. What you may not realise is that you are already way ahead of the 
others in starting to find a long-term solution. By the time you get to the end 
of this book you will have the understanding and practical strategies you 
need in order to reconnect with your children through board gaming and 
begin to balance your family life. 

Time passes quickly. It is so important that we try to make the most of the 
time we have with our children while they are still at home. It is a common 
family scene to find everyone (including the parents) gazing at their own 
small screen, but when each person is engaged in their own online world, 
fewer shared memories are being made in the offline one. If this is true 
almost every time the family meets, how can you foster a sense of family 
belonging? Through shared experience we strengthen our relationships and 
create memories.

Getting caught up in the day-to-day routines and battles stops parents from 
taking the time to draw the line and make a change. You’re not going to do 
that anymore. There is never a perfect time, but you don’t need a perfect 
time. Follow the strategies in this book and you’ll make the change despite 
the tiredness, the hectic activity and the demands of being a parent. 

Most advice about reducing screen time seems to revolve around enforcing 
restrictions. Keep all smartphones in the kitchen overnight, have prescribed 
screen-free downtime at least an hour before bed, impose limits on screen 
time, make sure that there are no phones at the table, etc. Practical advice 
on what you should do to plug the gaping screen-sized hole left in the fabric 
of family life is much thinner on the ground. Well, I’ll tell you now, restricting 
screen time won’t work. I’ll say it again because it’s important. Restricting 

21 Action for Children, ‘Unplugging’ from technology (6 January 2016). Available at: https://www.
actionforchildren.org.uk/news-and-blogs/whats-new/2016/january/unplugging-from- 
technology/. 
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screen time won’t work. In itself, it isn’t a solution. The feeling of needing to 
spend time online, in one’s own digital world, is very strong. This feeling, 
which will drive your children to creatively bypass restrictions or just 
harangue you until you give up, is so strong that you are fighting a losing 
battle before you even start. This path will lead you to a world of arguments, 
suspicion and lies – not the kind of family environment that you yearn to 
create. Don’t get me wrong, restrictions can work, especially when partnered 
with using screen time as a reward rather than a right,22 but not in isolation. 
If you can offer something more important to focus on, then introducing 
restrictions will be easy. Until that point it will always be hard work. Your job 
is to work on making your family’s offline world irresistible. Hook them in 
using stealth tactics until they are smitten and then watch as the smart-
phones lie abandoned and unnoticed in another room.

This book will guide you in how to develop a family that plays together. It will 
open your eyes to the huge impact that play can have on the strength of 
your family’s relationships and the quality of the time you spend together. It 
won’t happen all at once. There’ll be times when nothing much seems to be 
happening. But there will come a day when your kids will come home from 
school, throw down their bags and beg you to get off your laptop and play 
a game with them. Patience will pay off. You may need to read this book 
more than once. Use it as a resource and a guide. When there has been a 
messy explosion and you are loudly reminded (which you will be) that you 
are stupid, that this game stuff is stupid and that the whole family is stupid, 
return to the book. You may find something you missed the first time, some-
thing that will be the hook for your child. You’ll know it when you find it. 

Remember, you’re already way ahead of most parents. 

Get excited: life is about to change.

22 See Noël Janis-Norton, Calmer Easier Happier Screen Time (London: Yellow Kite, 2016).
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