
The Game of Give and Take in Relationships 

One of the cards in my Family Booster Shots deck is focused on how to use the list of things that give and take 

from relationships as a game. This can be fun to do with kids under ten or older kids who enjoy these kinds of 

activities. As a social worker I've used it with classrooms (although it can get cumbersome with too many 

students), with parents and even with teenagers who are struggling to understand healthy relationships. 

 How to play the game 

1.  Find something clear to create a picture of your relationship. It can be done using a paper and markers, but 

using a jar, fish bowl, picnic glasses, etc., tends to be much more fun. You can choose to each keep track of 

your own relationship with a person in one jar (i.e. mommy has a jar and Timmy has a jar); or you can use one 

and make your items below different enough to create a visual. 

2. Now you'll need small, inexpensive item to represent your relationship. Marbles, little stones, beads, 

candies, beans, bingo chips, penny collection…anything you can use to put in the jar and easily see how things 

are changing.  

NOTE: candy does not work well if you have people with low self-restraint! 

You want to be able to identify the different people involved in the experiment, so be sure to choose 

something identifiable if using one container. For example, if you use beans, choose kidney beans for one, 

pinto beans for another, black beans for a 3rd, etc. 

Please keep in mind…this is supposed to be fun, not stressful, so keep it simple! 

3. Agree on a measure for you current relationship – i.e. half fill the cup with your counters – this will be your 

starting point (you might draw a line to make things really obvious – or know how many went in to begin 

with). If you're relationship is currently strained, draw the line lower, if it's quite strong put it up fairly high. 

4. For the next week, every time you do something from the take list, remove 4 counters! Every time you give 

to the relationship put in 1. That's right… the ratio of give to take is 4:1 so if you want a true picture of the 

relationship you are building, you have to be honest and remove more for taking.  

5. At the end of the week see if your relationship has grown, depleted or stayed the same.  

Amazingly…just by doing this, you will automatically start to give more and take less often – so if you really 

want to test yourself go for a month. 

So there you have it…simple relationship awareness that will help you recognize what you are doing that is 

actually building your relationship and what you might be doing that is stealing from it.  

Caution: please be aware that this is not about keeping score in a relationship. This is a way for you to go off 

autopilot and notice how much you are putting in and how much you are taking away from the significant 

relationships in your life. If you start using it as a scorecard (i.e. look how much I gave and you hardly put 

anything in at all!) you will defeat the purpose and actually be taking from the relationship. This is much more 

likely to happen in spousal type relationships, so please avoid falling into this trap. 



 

Things that give to a relationship 

 

Things that take from a relationship 

Compliments, showing appreciation, using 

supportive statements 

Insults, teasing, put-downs, joking about a 

person "I was just kidding!" 

Loving gestures & touches 

Smiles 

Eye rolling, sneers, pulling (rudely) away from 

a touch  (often reserved for spouses) 

Listening and sharing 

Remembering important details 

Giving a genuine apology (other apologies 

take!) 

Making and keeping promises 

‘Shoulding” on a person – “you should have …”   

“Why didn’t you…” 

Giving spontaneous solutions or advice 

Breaking promises without compensation 

Apologies that blame others, shirk 

responsibility, etc., 

Acts of kindness – doing something special for 

that person ‘just because’ or using a voice that 

projects kindness and understanding 

Physical hurt – hitting, pinching, pushing… 

(even in fun) 

Threatening, yelling/swearing at, intimidation 

 

Sending an I believe in you message 

“I know you can handle this… good luck” 

 

Giving the message “I don’t think you can do 

it… you’re not good enough; big enough; 

strong enough” 

Laughing together Laughing at the person 

 

Standing up for that person even when he is 

not around you 

Gossip/disloyalty – making fun of someone or 

telling stories about her as if/when she’s not 

there 

Using open door communication and effective 

feedback 

Correcting, criticizing, interrupting, 

disciplining, punishing, insisting your opinion is 

the right one 

Giving the benefit of the doubt and allowing 

privacy 

Distrusting, blaming, assuming guilty, invading 

privacy 

 

 


