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How to Play Apples to Apples: A Complete Guide

Looking for a quick, hilarious, and endlessly replayable game that can turn any gathering into a laugh �filled event? 

Apples to Applesmight just be the answer. Whether you’re a seasoned board �game aficionado or a casual player

looking for a new pastime, this guide will walk you through every detail of how to play Apples to Apples—from the

initial setup to the final victory announcement. By the end, you’ll not only understand the rules but also have a few

insider tips to keep your group engaged and your game nights unforgettable.

What Is Apples to Apples?

Apples to Apples is a party game that blends humor, creativity, and a touch of social judgment. Developed in the

early 2000s, the game has become a staple at family gatherings, office parties, and weekend get �togethers. Players

compete to match red descriptive cards with green noun cards in the most fitting or funniest way, while a rotating

judge decides which pair wins each round. The simplicity of the concept—matching adjectives to nouns—belies the

depth of strategy and the sheer entertainment value that makes the game a perennial favorite.

Components of the Game

Before you dive into the gameplay, it’s essential to know what the game set includes. A typical Apples to Apples set

contains:

•  52 red “Apples” cards (descriptive words, phrases, or adjectives)

•  104 green “Apples” cards (nouns that can be matched to the red cards)

•  1 Judge’s scorecard (optional but helpful for keeping track of points)

•  1 instruction booklet (brief, but essential for quick reference)

All cards are printed on high �quality cardstock with clear, bold fonts to ensure readability during fast �paced rounds.

The game’s design also allows for easy expansion; many players enjoy adding custom cards to keep the content

fresh.

Setting Up the Game

Setting up Apples to Apples is straightforward, but a well �organized start can save you a lot of confusion later.

Follow these steps:

1.  Gather Players. The game works best with 4–10 players, though you can accommodate more by splitting into 

sub �groups.

2.  Choose a Judge. The judge’s role is pivotal: they read the red card, hear each player’s green card pair, and 

decide the winner. The judge rotates clockwise each round.

3.  Deal Green Cards. Shuffle the green noun cards and deal each player five cards. Players should keep these 

cards private.

4.  Prepare the Red Card Deck. Place the red descriptive cards in a face �down pile. The judge will draw from this 

deck each round.

5.  Set the Scoreboard. If you’re keeping score, place a scorecard or a simple tally sheet on the table. Each win 

earns a point.

Once everyone is seated and the initial hands are dealt, you’re ready to begin the first round.



Basic Rules

The core of Apples to Apples is deceptively simple. Here’s a concise rundown of the rules you need to remember:

•  The judge draws a red card and reads it aloud.

•  All other players secretly choose one of their green cards that best matches the red card’s description.

•  Players submit their chosen green cards face �down to the judge.

•  The judge shuffles the submitted cards, reads each aloud, and selects the one they think is the best match.

•  The player who submitted the winning card receives a point and keeps the red card for scoring at the end of 

the game.

•  After the round, the judge discards the red card, and the next player becomes the judge for the following 

round.

There are no hidden mechanics—no dice, no timers, no complex calculations. The fun comes from the creativity of

the cards and the social dynamics of the group.

Playing Multiple Rounds

Apples to Apples is designed for a series of rounds, typically until a predetermined point threshold (commonly 10 or

20 points) is reached. Here’s how you can structure a full game session:

1.  Determine the Winning Threshold. Agree on how many points a player must reach to win. This can be 10, 

20, or any number that fits your desired game length.

2.  Keep Track of Points. Whenever a player wins a round, they add the red card to their personal score pile or 

mark the point on a scoreboard.

3.  Rotate the Judge. The judge’s position should move clockwise after each round. This ensures fairness and 

keeps everyone engaged.

4.  Refresh Players’ Green Cards. After each round, each player draws a new green card from the deck to 

maintain a hand of five cards.

5.  Maintain a Fun Atmosphere. Encourage players to explain why they chose their card after the winner is 

announced—this adds context and often leads to hilarious discussions.

With these steps, you can run a smooth, engaging game that keeps players on their toes.

Winning the Game

The moment you’re ready to declare a winner, make sure the announcement is clear and celebratory. The player

who first reaches the agreed �upon point threshold is the victor. In many groups, the winner gets a small trophy,

bragging rights, or the opportunity to choose the next game. Some households even add a tradition where the

winner gets to set the theme for the next round—such as “all cards must be puns” or “no adjectives with more than

five letters.”

Common Variations and House Rules

One of Apples to Apples’ greatest strengths is its flexibility. Over the years, players have introduced several

variations to keep the game fresh. Here are a few popular ones you might consider adding to your next session:

•  Speed Round. Give the judge only 30 seconds to read the red card and decide. This adds urgency and 

increases the chances of unexpected wins.

•  Theme Nights. Before playing, choose a theme such as “movies,” “food,” or “history.” Only cards that match the 

theme are allowed.

•  Silent Play. Players submit cards without explaining them. The judge must rely solely on the card’s content to 

decide.

•  Team Play. Divide players into two teams. Each team selects a green card, and the judge chooses between 



the two. The winning team gets the point.

•  Custom Cards. Create your own red and green cards to reflect inside jokes or niche interests. This 

personalizes the experience and can lead to even more laughs.

Feel free to experiment with these variations. The key is to keep the game dynamic and tailored to your group’s

preferences.

Tips and Tricks to Master Apples to Apples

While the rules are simple, mastering Apples to Apples involves a mix of strategic thinking and social insight. Below

are several tips that can help you become a top-tier player:

1.  Read the Red Card Carefully. Even though the game is casual, the red card’s wording often contains subtle 

clues. Pay attention to wordplay, puns, or cultural references that may influence your card choice.

2.  Use Your Hand Wisely. Keep a balanced mix of generic and niche green cards. A generic card might be safe, 

but a niche card can win a round if it hits the right note.

3.  Observe the Judge’s Tendencies. Some judges favor humor, while others look for the most literal match. 

Adapting to the judge’s style can give you an edge.

4.  Keep Your Cards Secret. Avoid revealing your hand to others. This maintains the element of surprise and 

prevents opponents from strategically targeting your cards.

5.  Explain Your Choice. After each round, briefly explain why you chose your card. This not only adds context 

for the judge but also builds camaraderie and keeps the conversation lively.

6.  Use “Wildcard” Cards. Some expansions include wildcard cards that can substitute for any other card. Use 

them sparingly, as they can be game �changing.

7.  Manage Your Energy. Apples to Apples can be mentally exhausting if you play many rounds. Keep hydrated 

and take short breaks if needed.

By incorporating these strategies, you’ll elevate your gameplay and contribute to a more enjoyable experience for

everyone.

Frequently Asked Questions

While the game is best with at least four players, you can still play with three. In that case, the judge will need to

rotate between two players, and the third player will act as a “wild card” by submitting a card that the judge can use

to decide. However, the experience may feel less dynamic.

Absolutely! Many groups enjoy creating their own red and green cards to reflect inside jokes or specific themes.

Just make sure all players agree on the content beforehand.

No, but it’s handy. You can use a simple tally sheet or even a whiteboard to keep track of points. The key is to

ensure everyone knows who is leading.

Yes, several digital platforms and mobile apps offer virtual versions of Apples to Apples. These platforms often

include features like automatic card shuffling and online judging, making it easy to play with friends who are not

physically present.

In such cases, the judge can either flip a coin or ask the players to elaborate on why their cards fit. If still

unresolved, the judge may choose the card that feels “most fun.”

Conclusion

Apples to Apples is more than just a game; it’s a social catalyst that brings people together through laughter,

creativity, and friendly competition. By understanding the core rules, setting up the game properly, and embracing



variations, you can create memorable nights that keep your friends coming back for more. Whether you’re a

seasoned board �game veteran or a newcomer looking for a fun pastime, this guide has equipped you with

everything you need to know about how to play Apples to Apples. So gather your friends, shuffle those cards, and

let the hilarity begin!
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