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Troubled Lands 
A game of community, inequality, & sustainability 

This is the tale of three neighbors with very different goals: Rachel is a rancher who would 
like to use some land for pasture.  Francis, a farmer, has many abilities but she would prefer to 
focus her time on harvesting crops.  Larry is a lumberjack with few extra skills who needs to cut 
down forests to survive.  It would seem that these three neighbors would get along just fine. 
However, problems can start even among the best of neighbors when resources and land are 
limited.  Moreover, this situation might only get worse.  There is now a fear that so many forests 
are being chopped down that the land will become eroded and everyone will suffer.  Things 
might not be as simple as they seem; there may indeed be trouble brewing in these lands … 

 

About 

Troubled Lands explores community, inequality, and sustainability.  In the game three 
unequal players manage a shared area of land by planting and harvesting crops.  The different 
desires and strengths of the players are analogous to many situations in real life; including 
ecological and political debates.  Developed from educational research, Troubled Lands is best 
played with multiples of three people as part of a group activity followed by a debrief.  For more, 
including debrief suggestions, free to print materials, versions of the game in other languages, 
contact/support information, research articles, and a video explaining the game, please visit 
www.troubledlands.com.  

 

Goal 

There are three different versions of Troubled Lands, each with its own set of objectives: 

1. Collaborative: Groups of three players compete as a team against other groups of three 
for the top score. 

2. Competitive: Individual players compete for the highest score within a group of three 
people.  

3. Independent Goals: Each player competes for the highest score in her particular role, 
against players with the same role in other game groups. 

The independent goals version is the standard version of the game.  If you play only one 
version of the game, we recommend you play Independent Goals.  If you play all three versions, 
we recommend you play in the order listed above. 

 



	  

v2.0              2 
 

Game Components  

    Each group of three players has the following: 3 character cards, 3 scorecards, 40 resource 
cards (5 fields, 12 forests, 5 pastures, 6 fallow lands & 12 eroded lands), and 12 weather cards. 

 

Setup  

To set up, organize players into groups of three.  Each group should sit at a separate table out 
of easy view of other groups.  In each group, each player takes one of the three character cards, 
such that in each group one player will be the farmer, one the rancher, and one the lumberjack.  
Players should also each take a scorecard. In their group, these players share 12 plots of 
communal land represented by 12 cards.  At the beginning of the game the communal land 
consists of 6 forests, 2 pastures, 2 fields, and 2 fallow lands.  Each group of players sets up their 
table with those 12 cards.  The exact arrangement of the cards on the table does not matter.  The 
remaining resource cards should be organized into stacks by type.   The weather cards are 
shuffled face down, or pre-arranged by an organizer (see the section titled “Weather and 
Erosion” for more information. Setup is show in the diagram below and also explained in the 
video at www.troubledlands.com.  
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Characters 

    There are three different characters, each 
with different abilities and goals. The three 
characters are the farmer, the rancher, and 
the lumberjack. The character cards show 
each player’s ability to perform a variety of 
actions (explained below) and how many 
points each player will earn for each 
resource they harvest (explained below).  At 
any time, players may view the abilities and 
goals of the other players in their group. 

 

 

Land & Resources 

    The 12 cards on the table represent a communal land area that is fixed in size to 12 plots.  At 
any time, each of these plots can be in only one of the following states: fallow, forest, pasture, 
fields, or eroded. 

    All 12 communal plots are common pool resources that can be accessed by all players.  
Resources in the communal plots on the table cannot be privately owned.  However, once 
harvested from the communal plots, the resources become privately owned, belonging to the 
player who harvested them.  Once resources are harvested, they cannot be traded, bought, sold, 
or exchanged.  At any time, players may view what resources the other players in their own 
group have harvested.  However, gathering information from other tables about player’s scores 
or communal land conditions is prohibited. 



	  

v2.0              4 
 

  

Turn Order and Actions 

    Each turn, each player must take one action.  The farmer goes first, then the rancher, followed 
by the lumberjack.  Players may discuss their actions whenever they like. There are 8 actions 
available to each player: 3 harvest actions (one for each resource type), 3 plant actions (one for 
each resource type) and two managing actions (sanction and restore land).  Players mark the 
action they take on their scorecard.  Once all players have taken one action, the group must test 
for the effects of erosion. (See the Erosion section below.)  As soon as erosion effects have been 
determined and, if necessary, put into effect in the land area, the next turn of play begins. 

Players may choose among the following actions: 

Planting: The three planting actions allow players to replace fallow land plots with one of 
three resources (fields, pasture, or forests).  To plant, a player selects one of the resource 
types and replaces up to the number of fallow lands specified on their character card with 
plots of the selected resource.  Note that it is not possible to plant if there are no fallow lands 
in the communal land area.  Eroded land plots may not be planted upon. (See more on eroded 
land plots in the Erosion section.) Please note that resources that have just been planted may 
be later be harvested by another player making his play in the same turn, or the resources 
may be harvested by any player, including the player who planted the resource, in later turns. 

Harvesting: To harvest, a player selects one of the three resource types (fields, pasture, or 
forests) and takes up to the number of resources specified on his or her character card from 
the communal land area (the allowable number varies from character to character) and 
replaces each plot harvested with a fallow land plot. Please note that land that has just been 
harvested and transformed into fallow land by one player may be replanted by another 
player, during the same turn. 

Sanction: Sanctioning a player causes that player to lose two victory points. Sanctioning 
another player counts as an action for the player doing the sanctioning, and should be marked 
as such on the sanctioner’s scorecard. Please note that players may, at any point in the game, 
have negative points due to sanctions from other players. Players who are sanctioned must 
mark that they have been sanctioned on their scorecard.  

Restore land: For each restore land action taken, one eroded land is converted into one fallow 
land. (See more on eroded land in the section titled “Erosion”). 
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Keep in mind what each player can do and what each player gets points for. Here is a table 
listing what players can do and points gained from harvested resources: 
 
Player Actions and Points 
 Farmer Rancher Lumberjack 
Plant fields 1 3 1 
Plant pasture  2 1 1 
Plant forests  2 1 1 
Harvest fields  1 1 4 
Harvest pasture  2 2 4 
Harvest forests  0 3 1 
Sanction --- --- --- 
Restore land 1 land 1 land 1 land 
Points for fields 4 points  1 point  0 points  
Points for pasture 1 point  2 points  0 points  
Points for forests 0 points  1 point  2 points  

 

Weather & Erosion 

    At the end of each turn, erosion may or may not occur. Each group draws the top card of the 
weather deck (the cards with numbers) and then checks to see whether the value on the cards is 
greater than the number of forest plots in their communal land area.  If the value is greater than 
the number of forest plots, then erosion takes place, and affected groups must turn two plots into 
eroded land.  Start by eroding fallow lands, replacing fallow land plots with eroded land plots, 
then if necessary erode other resources in the following order: first fields, then pastures, and then 
finally forests.   

Suggestion: The organizer can pre-arrange the cards in all of the weather decks to be in the 
same order.  Doing this ensures that all groups have the same advantages and disadvantages. 

 

End of Game and Scoring  

    The game ends after 12 turns.  During the game, all three players take one action each turn and 
the erosion is applied at the end of each round (but the last round erosion has no consequence on 
players’ scores).  Please note that shorter or longer games can be played if players agree on a 
different number of turns at the start of the game.  At the end of the last turn, players tally their 
points.  The number of points each player can obtain for each resource harvested is outlined both 
on their character card and in the table above.  Each player/character may receive different 
numbers of points than another player/character for harvesting the identical type of resource.  

Competitive: The players tally their points. The player with the most points wins! 
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Collaborative: Each group adds together points earned by all three players. During tournament 
style play, the group with the most points wins.  

Independent Goals: A player’s score is compared to the scores of other players from different 
groups who also played the same character during tournament play (where multiple groups of 
three players play simultaneously). Farmers compete against farmers, ranchers against ranchers, 
and lumberjacks against lumberjacks. If playing in a large group or classroom setting with more 
than 3 groups, players should attempt to place in the top 50% of their given role. 

 

Variations to the Rules 

Giving players information: We encourage users to explore how behavior changes when changes 
to the rules are made.  For example, in the Independent Goals version, administrators can give 
players information about how they are doing turn by turn as compared with their counterparts.  
Variations on the game can lead to interesting changes in thinking and behavior to explore. 

Random erosion: For a bit of added challenge and surprise, instead of using the cards to 
determine erosion, you can also use a pair of six sided dice. 

 

Stay in touch … 

We love to hear your feedback on the game and we continue to design games about politics and 
sustainability. Our latest works can be viewed at www.transformativegames.com. Email us at 
tom.fennewald@gmail.com and bkievitk@umail.iu.edu. 

- the designers, Tom Fennewald and Brent Kievit-Kylar 
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