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         THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

         This book is aimed at parents who want to spend more time with their children, 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 conversation 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  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:

         
            [image: alt] I do not live in the Little House on the Prairie and I know you don’t either.

            [image: alt] 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.

            [image: alt] You don’t have to play games as a whole family. Nobody should ever be forced into playing.

            [image: alt] You don’t need to set a pre-scheduled time for playing.

            [image: alt] 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).

            [image: alt] 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 different 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  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 fabric 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 completely 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 interesting 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 trying 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 lecturer 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  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 practice 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 determine 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 happier 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 customised 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  bottom set maths groups.1 Its designer, David Watts, a maths teacher himself, 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 hexagon 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 minutes. 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 anything 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 execute 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.

          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 programming 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 classrooms and improve outcomes for their learners. My understanding of behaviour and experience of helping teachers to change their own behaviour 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 undergraduate 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 teenagers, 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.  Now I’m putting my understanding of behaviour, my experience with gamification, 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:

         
            [image: alt] 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.

            [image: alt] 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.

            [image: alt] 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.

            [image: alt] 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.

            [image: alt] 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.

            [image: alt] 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 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.

            [image: alt] 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.

            [image: alt] 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.

            [image: alt] 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.

            [image: alt] 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.

            [image: alt] Playing games improves memory formation3 and cognitive skills,4 increases processing speed,5 develops logic and reasoning skills,6 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. 

            [image: alt] 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.

            [image: alt] 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.

            [image: alt] 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.


            [image: alt] 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, sparking 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, interesting 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 growing 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 relaxation. 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  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 consequences of our children’s reliance on smartphones: from social isolation to concentration problems, bullying, bad language and exposure to pornography. 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 reliance 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 communicated 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.  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 children 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 children 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 activities away from television, smartphone and computer screens. When asked which behaviour they found most difficult to control in their children, more parents said they struggled to limit technology-based activity  (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 everywhere. You may not realise how widespread the issue is because many parents choose not to talk about it. A child’s dependency on their smartphone (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  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 smartphones 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, something 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.
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            CHAPTER 1

            DISRUPT YOUR THINKING
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            Home truths to get to grips with.

         

         The amount of information and advice that is thrown at us when we become parents is enormous. It can often seem like any decision we make is the wrong one. There is always someone ready to criticise or contradict, usually armed with a barrage of stories to back up their point of view. Doubt and guilt go hand in hand with parenting. As children grow, the challenges change. Dealing with teens and pre-teens can feel like we are navigating our way through a minefield, blind.

         But, as a parent, you know your children better than anyone else and you are the person who is the most qualified to bring them up. Gather information, listen to advice, but make your own decisions about what will work with your family in your home. Be confident with your choices, even if those around you are making different ones.

         To help you make parenting choices that will enable you to reclaim family time and play more together, here are my home truths. Grasp these and you’ll pull your family closer rather than drifting apart as your children mature.

         HOME TRUTH 1: THE WAY YOU USED TO PARENT WON’T WORK NOW

         Parenting needs to grow as our children do. Children have a way of going through rapid bursts of development, particularly when they hit puberty, and these changes can sneak up on parents and catch us unawares. It is really hard to let go of how we used to parent, especially if we’ve been successful in the past. Therefore, it is important to be as reflective and self-aware as possible. 

         When children are young, they rely on us for everything. The parent is their main guide and provider of information about the world and how to operate within it. Younger children tend to believe what their parents say, display less scepticism and are more easily influenced. Most younger children look up to their parents, and adulthood is often revered as a pretty exciting and magical existence.

         As children get older, we give them more of an insight into the reality of adult life; we share our weaknesses, fears, worries, responsibilities and concerns. Of course, we must do this to teach them life skills and to help them become rounded, considerate people, but it removes some of the mystery around adulthood and the reverence often diminishes with it. It is hard to retain the control that many parents fight for when you’re dealing with young adults who have a wider social network that provides them with external influences on their behaviour and values. This fight between control and independence causes lots of problems in many families.

         The desire for independence pushes children away from their parents. Although this is a natural part of growing up, it is often hard for parents to live with. They seem to want to talk, only not to us. As they start to build their own personal lives, they become more secretive and private. Of course, this independence is combined with the fact that they believe they’ve already learned everything you have to teach them, so they are less open to discussion and advice. Of course, some teenagers are more, well, teenagery than others. Most fluctuate, even in small ways, between wanting to be part of the family and wanting everyone to just leave them alone.

         So, as parents of teens or pre-teens, what can we do to make the road a bit smoother and to keep the relationship strong, even in murky hormonal waters? People with adult children often talk about ‘coming out the other side’. After the distance and tumult of the teenage years, the bond between parent and child strengthens again. Focusing on the long-term relationship and seeing teenage behaviour for what it really is can be enormously helpful to a harried parent. Deal with the issues with as much detachment as possible and save your emotion for showing your hormonal children love. Look for opportunities to be proud. Look for ways to reinforce how important they are. They might think all sorts of things about you, but never let them think that you don’t love them. 

         HOME TRUTH 2: YOU’LL NEVER GET YOUR CHILDREN TO TELL YOU ABOUT THEIR DAY

         Parenting older children is particularly challenging. Communication becomes less open and relationships more strained as they strive for more freedom without yet having any of the tools with which to achieve independence. You keep trying to communicate, but it often feels like you’re spiralling further away from each other. You long for the ease with which you communicated when they were younger.

         This is how the separation spiral takes hold:

         
            	The child chooses to spend less time with their parents than they used to, so the parents are not as involved in their day and they don’t have as many natural opportunities to chat.

            	The parents become more disconnected with their child’s life, but they yearn for more connection and more time to talk. Whenever the parents get the opportunity, they will ‘show interest’ in their child’s life, usually by asking them lots of questions about their day, their friends, their teachers, etc.

            	The child finds this interaction annoying and possibly boring, getting frustrated because their parents ask them the same questions seemingly every time they meet. The child goes quiet and grunts.

            	The adult pads out the silence by talking about their own day, trying to find something to interest their offspring.

            	The child rolls their eyes, while simultaneously checking their smartphone, then makes a hasty exit to avoid having to answer annoying questions and listen to their parents’ inane babble about their pitiful lives.

            	Later at dinner, the child launches into a monologue about the intricacies of some video game they are playing, or performs an entire YouTube play-through video word-for-word with a full range of accents and sound effects.

            	The parents roll their eyes and tell the child to stop filling their head with useless information. They then comment on how well they’d be doing at school if only they put the same time and application into their studies as they do into their useless screen-based pastimes.

            	The child looks at the parents incredulously and with a pronounced sneer. They inwardly marvel at their parents’ ability to constantly put a downer on everything. They grumble about how nobody understands them anymore. The child vows to talk less and spend less time with their parents and more time talking to friends who do understand them.

            	Return to Step 1 and continue.

         

         And so the cycle perpetuates and our children spiral ever further away. We ask our children about their lives because we want them to know that we care, but young adults don’t always want to say the sorts of things we want to hear. To maintain positive connections with our more stereotypical teenagers, we need to break the vicious cycle.

         Rather than trying to get our children to tell us about their day, we need to create more moments in the day when we are doing things together, rather than just talking. When we are doing things, we can talk about the task at hand rather than attempting to find common conversational ground. Many families hold onto the idea of eating together as being the key to maintaining good bonds and open communication. But it is easy to fall into the separation spiral of asking the same questions and giving the same responses. For my family, eating together isn’t as important as playing together.

         How much time do you spend with your children in an average week? I mean actually spend with them. If you are sitting in the same room but absorbed in your own activities, that doesn’t count. If you are sitting in the car next to each other, but they have their headphones on and the music turned up loud, that doesn’t count (not even if you are talking to them). Watching them doing their swimming practice from the relative comfort of the spectators’ balcony doesn’t count either. To count as time spent together, you must be choosing to do the same thing, at the same time, in the same space, together. Work it out. Now subtract any time that you spent together on screen-based activities (watching TV or a film, playing video games, etc.) – when your focus was on the screen, not on each other. Now you have your magic number of hours or minutes you’ve really spent with your children. We’re going to work on improving that number. 

         HOME TRUTH 3: YOU CAN’T CONTROL YOUR CHILD’S SCREEN TIME

         The smartphone can be a real bone of contention between parents and children. The energy that goes into angling to get one in the first place, the gradual wearing down of parental resolve with horror stories of stranded phone-less children and bemoaning their status as social pariahs, followed by the all-consuming digital love affair that demands all their attention and time – these slim supercomputers can feel like a grenade launched into the centre of your family. Everyone has an opinion on the use of smartphones, their importance and their place in families and in the universe in general: many people share these opinions freely and sometimes loudly. Criticism and advice flies around whether you’ve asked for it or not and, as a parent, it is easy to feel that whatever decisions you make will be the wrong ones. There will always be someone with a different opinion to you. Try to work out what you think is best for your family and zone out the haters.

         You will never be the only influence on your child’s use of technology. They only have to walk down the street, sit on a bus or eat in a restaurant to see a sea of people staring blankly at tiny screens. Unless you home-educate your children, and thoroughly vet their interaction with others, you’re not going to be able to construct a childhood free from smartphones. In most families, the adults provide the first model. Adults are just as likely to feel attached to and reliant on their smartphones as young people are, and within a 24-hour period may spend just as much time on them (or more). Beware imposing rules on your children that you have no intention of keeping yourself. Not only will this seem unfair, but it will also undermine the importance of the message. If you want your children to charge their smartphones in the kitchen and not in their bedroom, then you need to do this yourself too. Your reasoning about disturbed sleep and the brain needing to wind down is weakened or totally negated if you seem unconcerned about your own quality of sleep. A rule about no phones at the dinner table should apply to the adults as well. Checking the BBC News website or replying to work emails doesn’t make the adult’s use of their smartphone more valid. If something is important enough for you to have a rule about it, the rule should apply to everyone.

         It is a myth that young people only use their smartphones for social media and mindless gaming. This may certainly be part of their smartphone usage, in some cases a big part, but this is not the beginning and end of the story. Ask your children what they use their smartphones for and you’ll start to build up a better picture. For many, listening to music will be the single  biggest use. Just as adults may have the radio playing as we are doing other things, our children will be connected to streaming services and broadening their musical appreciation. They may be listening to podcasts or half-watching videos while doing homework, hanging out with friends or tidying their rooms. The smartphone may be present without having their full attention. Our children also use their smartphones to access productivity apps, homework portals, calendars and reminders, photo editors, voice recorders, video cameras, flashlights, alarms and stopwatches, maps, review sites, calculators, cloud storage, pedometers and activity trackers, quizzes, password keepers, e-book readers and so on. Removing the smartphone removes access to more than social media. Smartphones give older children freedom and security.

         That said, we all know that social media can be a big problem. This is often the cause of young people feeling that they need to be on their smartphones at certain times. Some groups of teenagers will communicate more often than others and there isn’t much that you can do as a parent to influence the frequency and manner of group communication. You can choose to intervene in your child’s online participation within the group, but even if you block certain apps, remove the smartphone at certain times of the day or take a sledgehammer to the thing, the group will continue to communicate – without your child. Herein lies a problem. Yes, you could speak to other parents, but you know how hard it is to make a positive change with your own child, so convincing other parents to join you and then expecting them all to be successful is most likely a pipe dream. Save your energy for your own family. So how do you deal with your child’s involvement in very busy online networks of friends? That is a hard one and, spoiler alert, I don’t have a solution.

         Young people often worry about missing out on things, so while the group is talking, they are paying attention and staying involved. Face-to-face conversations in school are often extended online and vice versa. Some in-joke that has developed one evening may be repeated ad nauseam the following day, making anyone who missed the discussion last night feel a little excluded. To add to the trouble, peak online talk time for teenagers usually seems to be after 9pm. Everyone is back at home after various activities, dinner is over, the world is online. I’m not trying to make a case for unlimited smartphone use, by any means, but it is important that we truly grasp why smartphones are so important to our children. Having this understanding helps us to make decisions about their use within the home, to support our children to make sound choices, to maintain open discussions within the family and to find ways to establish screen-free time. Claiming not to  understand the youth of today is not a good starting point. If you really don’t understand their motivation, take the time to find out. Ask your own or other people’s children and try to see things through their eyes. This will be far better than asking the opinion of other adults.

         A 2016 poll revealed that more than 50 per cent of teenagers think they are addicted to their smartphones.1 The number of parents who felt their children were addicted was only slightly higher. This tells us that many young people have a reasonable awareness of the time they spend online, even if they haven’t found ways to reduce it. Social connection and the feeling of belonging to a group, pleasure from receiving ‘rewards’ in the form of notifications or messages, and validation or recognition from others are heady drugs that fuel this addiction. When the smartphone is the most reliable provider of validation, pleasure, recognition, connection and belonging, it isn’t surprising that this most dearly prized possession becomes a crutch to help our children navigate the world.

         As they get older, you can’t control your child’s screen time; they have to learn to control it themselves. Instead of removing this crutch, we need to focus on developing our children’s experiences outside of their smartphones, enhancing their social connectivity, validation and sense of belonging in the offline world. Enter the board game.

         For the parent trying to encourage their family to play board games, the frustration of repeatedly discovering their children playing games on their smartphone can be monstrous. If they are happy to play games, why is it so difficult to get them to play in real life? Well, playing a game on your smartphone is very easy. Within seconds you have the smartphone out, the game open and you’re away. Smartphone games are usually designed to be quick, so the buy-in is minimal. But they are also designed to be addictive, to reward multiple plays and to captivate you with the graphics. They may be easy to start, but they’re not so easy to stop.

         Games played on smartphones are trend-sensitive. If your son or daughter is seemingly obsessed with a particular game, there is a good chance that all their friends are playing it as well. There’ll be competition to get the highest score or to reach the next level before everyone else does. There is a built-in social currency. A board game doesn’t have the same sort of pull.

          It is sometimes hard to stomach that you could have played the whole of Pandemic Legacy Seasons 1 and 2 (huge board games that can only be played through once as you destroy and adapt the components while you play) in the 36 hours that they’ve wasted glued to the latest incarnation of Candy Crush in the last few weeks. But try not to fixate on this sort of comparison; that way madness lies. If they played less on their smartphone, it doesn’t automatically mean that they would magically appear next to you, holding your favourite board game and looking at you with pleading puppy-dog eyes.

         As you introduce board games, you’re likely to get a bit of kick-back. Older children are often pretty busy – juggling school, homework, clubs, teams and social commitments. You’re asking them to give up some of their precious downtime. It may be hard for them to understand the appeal until they experience it themselves. My own children only need to watch someone perform a complex stunt on a YouTube video before claiming that they could do it themselves. The reality is often very different from the perception. Your children might believe that playing board games will be boring, and you might struggle to convince them otherwise until they’ve actually experienced it. Your children might test your resolve. They may spend quite a lot of time arguing their point, exhaustively. But hold your own.

         HOME TRUTH 4: VIDEO GAMES AREN’T AS GOOD AS BOARD GAMES
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         ‘I get that you want to spend time with me, but why can’t we just play video games together?’ Good question, teenaged son. We certainly can spend some time playing video games, but it isn’t a patch on playing board games, as you’ll soon discover. Don’t be swayed. Playing video games together just isn’t the same, and here’s why:

         
            [image: alt] The software may be different, but the hardware is the same. However stimulating a video game is, all you are doing is pressing the same buttons over and over again … in every game. This is where our unplugged gaming world has a distinct advantage: the hardware  changes and our interaction is a physical experience as well as a mental challenge. The advent of virtual reality may totally change the gamer’s environment, but the components are virtual, not physical. You can’t touch the virtual world (at least not yet).

            [image: alt] Your focus is different. When you’re playing a video game, everyone’s focus is on the screen. But when you play a board game, your focus is on each other. Instead of sitting in a line all facing the same way, you’re sitting around a table as a group. Even when sitting next to the person you’re playing a video game with, you’re not paying attention to them and are unable to pick up on the body language and micro-clues that would indicate their next play.

            [image: alt] Video games have sound effects and music built in. This digital sound fills the space and reduces player talk. With board games, you create your own soundtrack of random conversation, laughter, game tactics, diplomatic agreements and blatant bluffing.

            [image: alt] On the screen you interact with virtual people, not real ones. Even if you’re playing with someone else, you might forget that the person is sitting next to you as you’re more concerned with their superpowered digital personification. In the land of board games, you’re interacting with real people all the time. Even if players take on the roles of heroes, robots or murderers, they look like themselves and largely behave like themselves. You interact with the people around you, not the game pieces on the board.

            [image: alt] Most video games don’t allow you to pause. Of course, you can pause the game, but not pause within the game. If you break concentration for a second, you may get attacked or miss something vital. Video games are designed to be immersive and to take all of your attention. This total immersion inhibits lateral discussion. You’re unlikely to talk about an issue at school or something funny that happened on the bus while present in this all-encompassing virtual world. Most tabletop games enable you to pause at will, weaving your life outside the game into the conversation.

            [image: alt] Video games are one-dimensional. Success does not require the use of your voice: you just sit there and wiggle your fingers. To be successful at board games, you need to be able to negotiate effectively, argue your point, win trust, explain strategy, lie convincingly, invent justifications, give cryptic clues and sell your ideas.

            [image: alt] Video games are location-sensitive. Board games can be played anywhere and fitted into any bit of time you have. If it is sunny, you can take a game outside. Fancy playing with the neighbours? Just take a  game over. On holiday? No problem. No power or internet connection is required.

            [image: alt] The route ahead has already been designed for you within video games. Someone has been there before, created this world, allowed you to be in this position and conjured up a solution to enable you to triumph. You can even google your way through the world and find cheats online. In a board game, you are in new territory. Your game may play out totally differently than it has before. You need to use your own powers of problem-solving to deduce the best solution to the problem you’re in. Not every circumstance can lead to triumph. Your experience is unique: dependent upon the combination of the people you are with, the game you are playing, your surroundings and the game play.
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