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Introduction

Games are fun. They give an opportunity for people of different characters and ages to mix, provide mental and social stimulation for all, and the lively games offer young ones a chance to let off some steam. Participants need to cooperate and communicate, encouraging them to get to know each other. However, above all, games are a fantastic way for families to get together and have a good time.


How this book works

This book describes more than 300 family games. You can dip into it when you need a few ideas for games for your own family, or if you’re going to spend time with another family or if you are organizing a children’s party. It also has ideas for larger gatherings of extended families and friends.

The games are divided into sections, but on page 60 you will also find listings of game by type, such as ice-breakers, those suitable for large groups or the very young, and outdoor games.

Text on each game includes the equipment and preparation needed and the lowest age for the game (e.g. 6+), plus clear playing instructions and ideas for variations.

Here’s a simple checklist to help you choose and run the games:



Who’s coming?

[image: image]How many will there be?

[image: image]Do they know each other? If not, name labels might
be helpful, and plan in some ice-breaker games.

[image: image]Consider the age range of the people who will be there and choose some games that work well across the generations (older people may be more comfortable with acting and pencil and paper games than, say, relay races).

[image: image]Who will help run and supervise the games?

[image: image]

Games are a great way to get people of different generations mixing and having fun together.




must know




Safe and sound

Safety must be a priority:

[image: image]Set clear rules for youngsters about where they are allowed to go.

[image: image]Be aware of choking hazards for young and old.

[image: image]Bare feet or shoes are safer to run in than socks.

[image: image]Wipe up spills and breakages immediately.





Where?

Make sure there’s enough room for the games plus space for those who prefer to watch rather than participate.

If you are going to be outside, check safety and security and have a ‘plan B’ for bad weather.




must know




A planning checklist

Invitations Choose the games (see Order of play, below) Food or snacks and drinks Decoration Clear the game-playing space of anything breakable or dangerous, and ensure any pets are out of harm’s way.






When?

Some senior adults like to rest during the afternoon but are more perky in the evening, and others prefer the opposite. Children, in particular, can get very excited during games and it can be hard to calm them down after a series of lively activities. They may go to sleep better having calmed down following an afternoon of games rather than at the end of a hectic evening.



What else is happening?

[image: image]Are you feeding a large group?

[image: image]Are the games part of a larger celebration, like a wedding anniversary?


Order of play

Prepare a list of the games to be played and in what order. If players don’t know each other, start with some ice-breaker games that encourage them to talk and get to know each other (see page). Alternate lively and quieter games to maintain interest and prevent things getting too hectic.

If food is being served, have a couple of calm, restful games afterwards to aid digestion.

Consider numbers, age ranges and how active most people will want to be.



Equipment

Some simple equipment, such as pencils and paper, balloons, etc., is required for some games. Check you have it and put it out ready.


Helpers

If it’s a large gathering that you’re planning, set up helpers specifically to:

[image: image]Supervise games to keep them safe and fair.

[image: image]Hand out and gather equipment.

[image: image]Keep an eye out for anyone who needs a little special attention, young or old.



Running a game

[image: image]Politely ensure that everyone who needs to follow instructions is listening. Give clear instructions and get one person to demonstrate any actions that are important to the game.

[image: image]Mix up the teams so that they are equal in both age and ability.

[image: image]Have a clear signal for the start and finish.

[image: image]Don’t let one game go on too long.

[image: image]If appropriate, give winners’ and consolation prizes plus awards for ‘best sport’, ‘greatest effort’ and so on.

[image: image]Be flexible and keep your sense of humour.

[image: image]

Players in running games should wear shoes or go barefoot: this is far safer than running in socks.


[image: image]





1  Acting games

There’s a bit of a show-off in most of us, and acting games are the chance to let it out. They were particularly popular in the Victorian parlour as they offer a chance to socialize and perform among friends and family, young and old, without feeling as if you are ‘on show’. Some love to shine in the limelight (quite often the people you least expect to!) while others shun it, but relish watching the fun – and the audience is vital to these games.







Acting games

There are tradititional and modern acting games in this section, together with a blend of calm miming games and frenetic performances. This selection also offers a chance for guests to play in teams or to take the stage as an individual. It’s show time!


Blood potato

Ages: 10+ Numbers: Any

[image: image]A variation on ‘wink murder’ (see page).

Preparation: A darkened room or blindfolds.

This game is used as a warm-up by drama groups. Secretly appoint one person as your murderer. Dim the lights or don blindfolds and ask people to walk around the room. Whenever they bump into someone, they must say ‘potato’ apart from the murderer, who says ‘blood’. On hearing this, the victim ‘dies’ dramatically with a terrified scream, removes their blindfold and moves out of the way to the edge of the room. The winner is the last ‘potato’ left.



Chain acting

Ages: 8+ Numbers: Any, in equal teams

[image: image]A mime-copying game.

Preparation: Some suggestions for mimes.

One team leaves the room while the other agrees something for them to act out. This can be anything from having a haircut to catching a train. They then call in the first player from the other team and tell them what they must act out. A second member is called in and the first player mimes the situation to them. The second player then has to act out what they saw to a third player, and so on until the last team member comes in and tries to guess what is being mimed. The teams then swap roles.

Variations: 1 An easier version is to ask them to pose as someone or something, such as Winston Churchill or a well-known pop star, or even the Statue of Liberty. 2 The mime has to link with your party theme, for example, walking the plank for a pirate party.


Charades

Ages: 7+ Numbers: 5+

[image: image]A famous traditional miming game.

Preparation: Some suggestions for what to mime if people are stuck for ideas.

[image: image]

It’s a book …

[image: image]

It’s a film …

[image: image]

It’s on television …

[image: image]

It’s a play …

One person shows with gestures whether they are acting a film, book or song. Then they indicate by raising fingers how many words are in the title and which word they will act, or whether they will act it as a whole. They can act part of the word by showing how many syllables it has (by tapping their arm with the relevant number of fingers) and which one they are miming. The audience has to guess the title being acted out.




did you know?





The history of charades

Charades has been used in television programmes on both sides of the Atlantic. In the UK it inspired the popular long-running programme Give us a Clue, where celebrities acted out words and phrases. In the USA, the AMC network began broadcasting Celebrity Charades in 2005.





Variations: 1 Restrict the choices to just films, books or songs. 2 Widen the choices to allow any word at all.



Cops and robbers

Ages: 7+ Numbers: 8+

[image: image]A quiet game using only the eyes.

Preparation: Pieces of paper with the words ‘cop’ or ‘robber’ written on them.

One person is sent out of the room – they are the tracker. Write either ‘cop’ or ‘robber’ on pieces of paper and give one slip to each player. There should be an equal number of cops and robbers, but they mustn’t know which is which. Hide an object in the room and invite the tracker in. The robbers must sit still but steer the tracker towards the object with their eyes. The cops have to work out who the robbers are and accuse them. If they are right, that robber drops out of the game. If the copper is wrong, he drops out. The game ends when either the object is found, or all the robbers have been identified.


Dead ringer

Ages: 10+ Numbers: Any

[image: image]Can you do an impersonation of a celebrity?

Preparation: A list of famous people who are known to most of your guests.

Write the names of famous people on slips of paper, or number them on a list and ask the player to select a number. The player has to read an extract from a book or newspaper in the style of the celebrity. Everyone else has to guess who it is.



Diagnosis

Ages: 12+ Numbers: Any

[image: image]A game in which everyone plays their part.

Preparation: Some ideas for diseases (see below).

One brave volunteer is selected as the ‘psychiatrist’ and leaves the room. The other players agree an ailment, delusion or obsession that they must all display on his return. His job is to identify what everyone is suffering from. When the psychiatrist returns to the room, he asks individuals questions of any kind (apart from direct ones about the illness). All players must stay ‘in character’ as the game continues until the psychiatrist makes his diagnosis. He is allowed three attempts at this.

Some possible ailments are:

[image: image]Believing they are a famous celebrity.

[image: image]Agreeing with whatever is said.

[image: image]Answering the previous question.

[image: image]Obsessed with the weather.

[image: image]Believing they are in a movie.

[image: image]Thinking they are part of the circus.

[image: image]Aversion to words containing a certain letter (this is particularly tricky!).


Dumb crambo

Ages: 8+ Numbers: Any, in teams

[image: image]A traditional team miming game with a rhyming slant.

Preparation: A list of words that have many rhyming partners to suggest.

The first team chooses a word, and gives the other team a word that rhymes with it. So if their word is ‘ball’, they could say its rhyming partner is ‘tall’. The second team’s players have to mime a word that rhymes with the given word (so they could try ‘call’, ‘fall’, ‘crawl’ or ‘haul’). The other team boos any wrong guesses, and claps when the correct word is acted out. If they cannot work out the word being mimed, the actor is allowed to say it. If you want to score this game, count how many guesses it took to identify the word.






did you know?




Dumb crambo

Dumb crambo was a very popular Victorian parlour game. These games are so called because they were usually played with guests, who would be entertained in the best room in the house: the parlour.






Frozen laugh

Ages: 3+ Numbers: 6+

[image: image]A lively game best played in a circle.

Preparation: Light object (such as a balloon or handkerchief) to throw.

Throw the object in the air. The players have to laugh constantly until it lands, when they have to freeze into silence. Anyone who makes a noise is out, until there is only one player left, or until it is clearly time to move on! Variations: 1 Throw a feather or a toy on a parachute. 2 Stop and start silly music as the cue.



[image: image]

Laughter is very infectious, and the game of Frozen laugh is guaranteed to leave you chuckling.


In the manner of the word

Ages: 8+ Numbers: Any

[image: image]A fun miming game.

Preparation: None.

Adverbs are words that tell you how something is done, like ‘carefully’, ‘nervously’ or ‘slowly’. Send one player out of the room, and the group must agree an adverb. When the player returns, he can ask anyone in the room to do something in the manner of the word, for example take off their shoes, welcome him to the party or close the door. Then he guesses what the adverb could be. Up to four mimes and guesses are allowed for each word. Some ideas for adverbs: artistically, angrily, anxiously, shyly, slyly, slowly.

Variation: A pair leaves the room and returns, acting in the style of the adverb. The rest of the players guess the word.



Invisible animal

Ages: 8+ Numbers: 6–10

[image: image]Can you work out what you are passing on?

Preparation: None.

All sit or stand in a circle and the first player secretly imagines an animal and silently pretends to pass it to the next person. It is most fun if this is done quite slowly so there are many opportunities to handle the creature. The receiver must handle it the same way, and pass it on. When it reaches the last player he has to guess what the animal is.

Variations: 1 Young children might benefit from being allowed to look inside a bag for ideas of what to pass on – soft animals are a good choice, but remind them they must pretend it is real. 2 Allow passing of objects rather than animals. This is trickier. 3 Mime activities such as riding a bike or eating candy floss.


King elephant

Ages: 8+ Numbers: Any

[image: image]A movement and memory game.

Preparation: None.

Everyone sits in a circle and chooses an animal they can act with their hands (for example, flexing your arm and hand with fingers closed suggests a snake). All the animals and gestures must be different. Someone is chosen to be King Elephant and a space must be created between them and the person to one side, who becomes the end of the line. Everyone demonstrates their action in turn to the other players. Now the King Elephant does his action and that of any other player in the circle. That player must perform his own action and that of any other player, who takes the next turn, and so play continues. If someone makes a mistake, they go to the end of the line and everyone shuffles along one space. The aim of the game is to become King Elephant, which happens when the King makes a mistake and goes to the end of the line: everyone moves up one place and there is a new King Elephant. The old King now takes on his replacement’s animal action (which is where people really start to get confused!). This game should be played as fast as possible.



[image: image]

Living mirror

Ages: 4+ Numbers: 6+

[image: image]This is less of a game and more of a drama activity, although you could award prizes for the best pair.

Preparation: None.


In pairs, players agree who will be the ‘mirror’ and who is the ‘reflection’. The latter must copy every movement made by their partner. Feet must stay still at all times. Call out a series of actions, such as brushing your hair, tying a shoelace or eating spaghetti. Swap roles regularly.

Variation: Put on music for the ‘mirrors’ to move to.


My name is …

Ages: 10+ Numbers: Any

[image: image]A ‘celebrity’ miming and questioning game.

Preparation: A list of suitable celebrities most people will know.

A player leaves the room while the others think of a celebrity they should know. When they come in, the player can ask five questions about the person, to which the others can only answer ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. After that, they have to do an impression of who they think the celebrity is.

Variations: 1 If the game is too easy, reduce the number of questions that can be asked. 2 Extend the range of ‘celebrities’ to include famous people in history or family members.



One more

Ages: 8+ Numbers: Any

[image: image]A miming game requiring excellent memory.

Preparation: None.

Players sit in a circle. One player makes a movement, such as clicking his fingers or sticking out his tongue. The next player must repeat this and add an action of their own. Play continues with anyone who forgets a movement retiring from the game until you have a winner.

Orchestra!

Ages: 6+ Numbers: Any

[image: image]A musical miming game.

Preparation: None.

One player is made conductor. He decides which instruments each player must pretend to play, then starts to clap. All players must pretend to play their instruments as realistically as possible, complete with musical sounds. The conductor can stop clapping at any time and point to an individual, which is their signal to perform a solo. Any other player who continues playing during this solo is out. Play until the ‘orchestra’ tires, swapping roles regularly.

Variation: Each player, including the conductor, chooses an instrument to silently pretend to be playing, starting when the conductor begins. However, at anytime the conductor can switch to someone else’s instrument, at which point everyone has to copy him, while the person being imitated must put their hands over their ears. Then the conductor switches back to their instrument. Anyone failing to change movements is out.

Pose the word

Ages: 8+ Numbers: Any

[image: image]An adjective-miming game.

Preparation: Pieces of paper, each with an adjective written on them.

Adjectives are describing words, such as ‘sad’, ‘happy’, ‘surprised’, ‘embarrassed’. Write lots onto different pieces of paper and put them in a pot. Each player takes one and has to strike a pose that depicts it. The rest of the group guesses the word.

Shadow play

Ages: 5+ Numbers: Any, individually or in teams

[image: image]Can your hands act?

Preparation: A projector or powerful light and a screen or white sheet, plus slips with names or pictures of animals.

Children find it impossible to resist making hand shapes on a projector screen, so they’ll love this game. Each player takes a slip and has to make shadow shapes with their hands to represent their animal for the others to guess. Play individually or in teams.




did you know?




What’s my job?

In parts of Africa this game is known as ‘Wait by the pyramids’.





What’s my job?

Ages: 8+ Numbers: Any

[image: image]An old favourite where you guess occupations.

Preparation: List of jobs to suggest.

Show a player one of the occupations on your list. They must mime it to the rest of the group, who must guess the job. Some suggested jobs include: pop star, brain surgeon, refuse collector, auctioneer, magician, model, TV chef, dog trainer.

Variation: Allow questions, to be answered only ‘Yes’ or ‘No’.


What’s that in English?

Ages: 8+ Numbers: Any, individually or in teams

[image: image]A chance to play at being a funny foreigner.

Preparation: Phrasebooks in foreign languages.

Each team or player has a book giving common phrases in a foreign language. If you don’t have enough books, you could prepare some phrases on paper in advance. The team or player has to act out and say the phrase, while the other players guess its meaning and wording. Score points for acting quality and accurate answers.



Where are we going?

Ages: 10+ Numbers: Teams

[image: image]A team miming, spelling and guessing game.

Preparation: None.

One team leaves the room and agrees a place they could be going, such as Manchester. They come back in and one person at a time mimes an action to match one of the letters, in the order they appear in the word. For example the first player could mime ‘Marching’, the second ‘Arguing’, the third ‘Nibbling’ and so on. When all the mimes are finished, the other team has 5 minutes to decide what the destination was, so it makes sense for them to note down their ideas while the actions are going on. They can ask for repeats of some of the mimes. If they guess it correctly, they take a turn. If not, the acting team has another go, with a different destination.

Variations: 1 All destinations have to be countries. 2 The chosen words could be on other themes, such as foods.


Who’s in charge?

Ages: 6+ Numbers: 6+

[image: image]A lively movement game with several variations.

Preparation: None.

One player goes out of the room. He will be the guesser. The others agree on a leader, whose movements and actions they start to copy. When the guesser returns he has to pick out who is leading the group.

Variations: 1 The actions must all be silent. 2 The actions are rhythms, which can be created using any part of the body.



Zoo game

Ages: 3+ Numbers: Any

[image: image]A simple and quiet animal miming game.

Preparation: None.

Ask for a volunteer and whisper the name of an animal in their ear. They have to mime that creature silently and the players guess what it is.





must know




Helping young children

If you need to whisper with a child, ask the others to hum quietly while you count to ten with your fingers – which you can do while talking with the child.
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