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RISING TIDES 
A game/play about wealth in America 

Designed/Written by Alejandro Tey and Sara Sawicki 
Commissioned by the Metropolitan Group 

Special Thanks to Sean Foer, Worlds in Play, and all our playtesters 
 
For a single Facilitator and 4-6 players 
Using a standard deck of 52 playing cards, one gimmicked Joker, and a physical set of Rules 
 
NOTE: While there should only be 4-6 playing hands around the table, multiple players could 
each play one “Family”, thus allowing up to 12+ people to join in the gameplay/discussion 
without running multiple tables. 
 
 
CONTEXT: This project was developed as part of a rapid testing initiative for Metropolitan Group 
about updating wealth narratives in America. The exact narrative being tested and deployed 
reads as follows: 
 

TOGETHER, EVERYONE THRIVES 
America has enough to meet the needs of every community, family and child. But, some 
people want us to believe that for each of us to succeed, others have to suffer. We know 
better. We know how they rig the system to make us feel alone, scared, and divided. It’s 
time to stop a greedy few from hoarding the wealth we all created. We can hold our 
leaders accountable to ensure that this is a country where everyone has what they need 
today and can build a better tomorrow. None of us has to go it alone. We can create 
shared prosperity, where everyone benefits from the wealth we all created. Together, 
everyone thrives. 
 

As the FACILITATOR, keep this statement in mind when calibrating your gameplay tactics and 
discussion threads.  
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RISING TIDES​

​ Facilitator Script 
 
FACILITATOR/DEALER - takes on a role as The Powers That Be, but that is just a role within 
the game. Ultimately the facilitator is responsible for facilitating deeper reflection and 
understanding and therefore cannot lose themself playing the villain. 
 
PLAYERS - these are our audience members. They play the game and engage in discussion 
afterward. They have not rehearsed, although by existing in America today, they are primed to 
play. They should not know what is coming, though it will feel all-too-familiar. 
 

(The PLAYERS sit at a table around the FACILITATOR. Ideally this is a Vegas-style 
poker or blackjack table, but in a pinch, any set of table and chairs will do.) 

 
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ FACILITATOR 
Welcome. Before we start playing, let’s go around and share our names, pronouns, and favorite 
family game night game. I’ll begin… 
 

(They do so.) 
[Sharing the game gets folks in the mindset of playing things like Uno, Monopoly, 
Sorry, Euchre, Spades, etc. This is the kind of gameplay we are evoking and 
begins to riff on the “children and families” theme.] 

​  
(After they share, the FACILITATOR becomes the DEALER, shuffling the deck and 
dealing out 7 cards to each player while delivering the following patter. Ideally the effect 
is akin to a casino dealer or a magician. Confidence, focus, up-tempo.)  
 

​ ​ ​ ​ ​ DEALER 
This is a game about America. Maybe it’s about America now, or maybe it’s about America as it 
could be - you’ll decide that. I am the Powers That Be. Each of you is a family. Each of you have 
a family’s struggles. Bills to pay, hospital visits, trips to plan, childcare to organize, unexpected 
housing issues, job loss. Winning this game represents having enough wealth to not only 
manage those struggles, but surpass them and prosper. 
The game is simple— 
 

(The DEALER places “The Rules” on the table. This is a plaque or a framed document. 
Something official and irrevocable. It says:​
 

TO WIN: At the end of Round 10, Have a Straight Flush  
(5 cards, same suit, in order) 

TO PLAY: Draw 1 card. Discard 1 card.  
You may draw from the Powers That Be, the Discard, or Swap with 
another Family. 
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Once everyone takes a turn, that’s 1 round. 
Also on The Rules, though somewhere inconspicuous, it declares: THESE ARE THE 
RULES. THESE ARE THE ONLY RULES.) 

[This final tidbit is to allow observant PLAYERS the in-game ability to hold the 
DEALER accountable when the DEALER begins cheating.] 

 
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ DEALER (cont’d) 
—in order to win, you need to gather a Straight Flush. Does everyone know what a Straight 
Flush is? 
 
​ (PLAYERS respond. DEALER makes sure everyone is clear on what a Straight Flush is) 
 
Go ahead and discard two cards now, so you have 5 cards in your hand. 
 

(Instead of making a single discard pile, the DEALER lays all discarded cards in the 
center, face up, so that the whole table can see everything that has been discarded.) 
 

And pay attention to what others are discarding, it might give you a sense of how to beat them. 
We’re going to play for 10 rounds. In order to play, you simply Draw 1 card, then Discard 1 card. 
Let’s play. 
 

(Play begins. Throughout, the DEALER is attempting to pit PLAYERS against each 
other, keeping them alone, divided, scared.)  
 

 
 

Here are tactics for a DEALER to employ throughout the game. Salt to taste: 
 

●​ Verbally draw attention to what PLAYERS draw or discard. Especially in order to key other 
players to what they need to do to win at that player’s expense. EX: “Looks like they are going 
for spades, watch out if you’re thinking of discarding any. Be careful not to give them what they 
need.” 

●​ Keep some cards in your hand, ready for PLAYERS to draw, but then keep a solid 75% of the 
deck out of play, face down in a pile at your side. Try not to call attention to it, but if you figure 
out a player needs a certain card in the discard, just pick it up and add it to the hoard. 

[This represents the greedy few hoarding wealth. Without those cards in play, it is 
unlikely that anyone will be able to make a straight flush. PLAYERS will need to 
hold the DEALER accountable in order to win with this tactic in play.] 

●​ Maintain a sense of urgency. The DEALER should never feel panicked or rushed, but can say 
things occasionally like: “You don’t have much time.” Or: “Let’s play a little faster.” Or: “Keep the 
round moving.” Especially if someone is lingering on their turn, or if in the early rounds 
PLAYERS are trying to work together. 

●​ At some point, you can “show favor” to a single PLAYER and decide to give them a large 
number of cards of all the same suit, effectively granting them a winning hand. If the rest of the 
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PLAYERS balk at this, you can say something like, “They earned it for playing so well.” Or: 
“Guess you’ll just need to work a little harder if you want to win.” 

●​ Each round, take a card or two from the discard and add it to your hand or hoard. This will 
dwindle the number of cards in play and make it so that PLAYERS have fewer and fewer 
options besides taking cards from each other.) 
 

 
 

(After 4 rounds of play, the DEALER asks for a pause to get up and leave the table. 
Perhaps they need to use the restroom, or refill a water bottle. In reality, this is a planned 
moment of respite for the PLAYERS to have an opportunity to be on their own to process 
and potentially work together. 
 
When the DEALER returns, they secretly shuffle a joker into their hand that has 
“TOGETHER, EVERYONE THRIVES” scribbled on it. It should be legible, but feel like a 
piece of graffiti. A secret message from an unseen provocateur. 
 
When that message is discovered, either by turning up on the table or by a PLAYER 
asking a question about it, the DEALER quickly removes the card from play. Perhaps 
this is the first time the DEALER appears at all flustered.) 
 
​ ​ ​ ​ DEALER 

Sorry you saw that. I don’t play with jokers in this game. Please ignore that card. 
 

 
 
If/when players begin to work together, or buck against the injustice committed by the DEALER, 
here is some guidance for you: 

●​ If players ask questions attempting to clarify the rules, reference THE RULES laid out on the 
table. 

○​ If they tell you “Well, that’s not in the rules.” the DEALER responds as if discovering 
this for the first time: “Oh, that’s just how I always played it. Should we add that to the 
rules?” 

●​ If players ask if they are allowed or not allowed to do something, don’t give them a lot of leeway. 
The system will not change by asking politely. 

○​ Ex.: “Are we allowed to work together?” “Not if you want to win.” 
“Could I ask you for a specific card that I need?” “Sure.” (Then give them a totally 
different card) 

●​ When players insist that something you are doing is unfair, or not in the rules, the DEALER 
should acquiesce. Especially if a majority vote on it. This will be necessary to get the hoarded 
cards back into play. The DEALER is allowed to be a little salty about it. (“Ok. If that’s how you 
all feel, I guess we can play that way.”) 

[This is the piece about holding our leaders accountable. If the PLAYERS 
hold the DEALER accountable, they will begin to play more fairly] 
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(As the rounds draw to a close, and we get closer to round 10, the PLAYERS should 
have discovered the ways to really play the game and effectively invalidated the 
challenge, or be struggling to course correct in order to get everyone a winning hand in 
the number of turns they have left. If they are still playing cutthroat without calling the 
DEALER on their cheating, then either you have some really competitive players—and a 
lot to talk about in the post-game discussion—or you have not made it clear as the 
DEALER what is actually at stake and how the game is played. Regardless, when round 
10 is complete:) 

​ ​ ​ ​ ​ DEALER 
And that’s our game! Show your cards and raise your hand if you have a straight flush. 
Congratulations. Your family has enough to prosper on into future generations. 
 
​ (a breath. The DEALER drops character and becomes just a FACILITATOR again.) 
 
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ FACILITATOR 
Ok. Phew. That was a lot. Let’s all take a breath together. 
 

(FACILITATOR guides a shared breath, and a stand and shake out, too, depending on 
the energy. Maybe a good place for a bio break. When folks are back and regulated:) 
 

Let’s take some time and unpack what just happened. 
 

 
 
FACILITATOR leads a discussion unpacking the gameplay. They approach with genuine 
curiosity and an eagerness to learn from the PLAYERS. Although the gameplay is meant to 
convey a narrative statement, the discussion is meant to assess what everyone involved 
actually received, not to hammer points home or be didactic in any other ways. Get involved in 
the discussion as a real human being- no attempts at “neutral” or “blank” facilitators, please. 
Use this as the time to learn about yourself and your PLAYERS in the context of this tool. Here 
are some questions to get you started: 
 

●​ How did playing that game make you feel? 
●​ If we were to play again, what rules would you change, add, or remove? 
●​ If you played the game again, how might you play differently? Why? 
●​ Was there anything you wanted to do, but didn't? Any strategies you wanted to try, but 

held back? If so, why? 
●​ What did y’all talk about when I left the table? 
●​ At the beginning, I said this was a game about America, either as it is, or as it could be. 

Do you think we played as America is or as it could be? Given that, how would we want 
to play? 

●​ Did being told that you each represented a family change how you played the game? 
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●​ I claimed to be the Powers That Be during this game. What does that mean to you? And 
did that affect how you viewed our game? 

●​ What were the big turning points in our game? 
●​ Did you make any discoveries about yourself or about each other? 
●​ What opportunities for collaboration did you notice while playing the game? Did you act 

on them? Why or why not?  
●​ Did you play the game in a way that feels in-line with your personal values about wealth 

and prosperity? Why or why not?  

 
PLAYERS may also at this point be curious about the performance, and have questions about 
the script. Because success in the game itself depends on a degree of theatrical manipulation, it 
is essential to have full transparency after the game and answer all questions honestly, 
especially about moments of deception during the game. Keep a copy of this script on hand and 
share it with your PLAYERS at this time if they are interested. 
 
Finally, thank your players for their time and energy. Encourage them to take a copy of this 
guide and run a game and discussion of RISING TIDES with a new group. 
 
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ END OF PLAY. 
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