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After spending more than two decades as 

an academic and helping manage a large 

financial company, Reiner Knizia embarked 

on his life’s third chapter in game design, 

which was always closest to his heart. He 

has since designed numerous best-selling 

board and electronic games and was also 

recently inducted into the Gaming Hall of 

Fame. We chat with him about the creative 

thinking that underlies game design and 

how board games can foster better familial 

relations at any age.

What makes a good board game? — I like 

face-to-face games, so a good game is  

a platform that brings people together.  

Designing games is certainly more reward-

ing than developing laundry soap!

How is your job similar or different to  
other types of designers? — As a design-

er, my ambition is to create something new 

and innovative, not just to copy or rein-

vent the 20th Clue game. There’s a certain  

discrepancy though, because while people 

are always on the lookout for something 

new, they’re not really looking for some-

thing radically new—it also needs to be 

familiar. So a lot of what I do consists of 

balancing the desire to do something new 

with staying on the path. People have lots 

of opinions and you can’t win them all, but 

that’s what art is: Art is something that you 

can’t have an absolute opinion about. Art is  

always relative.

Where do you look for inspiration when 
designing games? — Ernest Hemingway 

once put it very nicely: “In order to write 

about life, first you must live it.” And this 

is the most important point—to keep my 

eyes open and to see what is going on in 

the world. Because the world changes, and 

games are a mirror of our time. 

How can playing board games together 
help families bond? — Playing games is 

a unique pastime that brings people to-

gether around one thing and one experi-

ence. Sports comes pretty close, but it’s not 

something that can be engaged in equally 

by people of different ages: A 6-year-old 

boy and his 90-year-old grandma can’t play 

rugby together, but games can be played 

on an equal level. And that is unique. 

Playing board games is sometimes seen 
as something that children do rather than 
adults. What can we learn from them as 
adults? — I don’t think that playing board 

games necessitates reverting to a more 

childish frame of mind. Adults can have 

a nice meal, a glass of wine and take out 

these games. Playing games isn’t just for 

children—it’s something that accompa-

nies us throughout our lives, and it’s a pity 

that some people lose their connection to 

board games over the years.  

When you were younger, how did your 
family encourage your creativity? — As 

a kid, it wasn’t my ambition to become a 

professional game designer. It was just a 

hobby, and every child plays with board 

games. When you’re a kid, you almost take 

everything that’s happening in your life and 

make a game out of it: The game is in your 

mind, and you play it. However, my parents 

definitely encouraged my scientific back-

ground and my mathematical abilities—

perhaps more than my creativity. They were 

happy that I managed to be successful in 

this career. We play games together and 

my mother actually keeps track of my game  

archives—a collection of around 2000 

games. She’s now very much involved in 

what I do, so we’ve managed to join forces! 

Do you believe that creativity is inherited, 
nurtured or a combination of both? —  

I think it’s both. At the end of the day, if you 

think you can, you can, and if you think you 

can’t, you can’t. You’re given some abilities 

and you’re stronger in some fields, but I  

believe that you have to find your own way. 

Creativity is relative. REL

Reiner Knizia,
Game Designer  

KNIZ IA .DE

This game designer discusses how playing 
a round of Monopoly can help us better 
understand our families.


