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Playing Bingo: History, Rules & Bingo Calls
‘Bingo’ has an incredible following; it is played enthusiastically across many countries and has even
been introduced at the casino in Monte Carlo. Bingo terminology is witty, cheeky, and entertaining!

In recent years bingo software has become very popular. Young and old are increasingly attracted to
the charms of this game of chance. The online versions of the game are convenient and private and
can be played for fun or cash prizes.

However the traditional bingo game played in nursing homes, parlours and halls around the world
continues to be a most loved leisure pastime. The game brings many positive mental health benefits,
especially for the elderly.

Benefits of the Bingo Game for the Elderly
It is a social game that allows elders to enjoy the company of their peers.
The prospect of ‘winning’ creates excitement and releases endorphins.
It promotes hand-eye coordination.
It may sharpen concentration and aid memory.

History of Bingo

The game of Bingo traces its origins back a few centuries to Italy where a local lottery became
popular. The name Bingo began as ‘Beano’.

By the eighteenth century the game had made its ways to France where playing cards and tokens
were introduced, and the calling out numbers added. It also found its way to Germany where the
game was used to teach children maths, multiplication tables, and types of animals.

Fast-forward to the 1900s when a struggling toymaker called Edwin S. Lowe watched a game of
‘Beano’ in a Country Fair somewhere in the USA and felt inspired to start his own version.

He invited some friends to his house and acting as the caller, the game proceeded uneventfully until
towards the end when one player became agitated as he waited for his last number to be called.
When the number was called the player shouted ‘Bingo! ‘ excitedly and the name stuck.

This story cannot be confirmed because the term ‘Bingo’ was also used by the British and may have
been lent at some stage to the American version. Nevertheless, the struggling toymaker was saved
from bankruptcy!

Bingo is popular in many countries and often used as a fund-raising for charities and churches. The
number calling is accompanied by harmless sayings to add interest to the game. The number sayings
vary from country to country as well. The rules of the game can be slightly different in each country.
Mostly, the cards are 5 x 5 numbers with a blank in the middle. The game can be played with different
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patterns the most common of which is a ‘Full House’. Other patterns include diagonal, vertical,
horizontal, and many others.

Apart from numbers, Bingo can have, letters, animals, flowers, pictures, words, and people.

Golden Carers has a ‘Do It Yourself’ Musical Bingo version ideal for Dementia care:
https://www.goldencarers.com/activities/games/musical-bingo/

Interactive Hall Bingo

Leisure Coordinators can spice up the Bingo game by involving players in an interactive way. The
Coordinator will make an informed decision as to who in the group is capable of participating. Here is
how it goes:

Participants

Give eight numbers away to four or five players (two each) and ask them to create unique
sayings for those numbers; rhymed or not.
Give them ample time to create sayings before the game starts.
Once the sayings are created, have participants to write them down on a piece of paper and
keep them by their respective players.

Bingo caller

The Bingo caller has a list with the names and numbers of the players participating.
The Bingo caller covers the sayings of the numbers given away (from the Traditional Bingo
Sayings sheet) so that he/she can call the numbers but not the traditional sayings when these
numbers arise.

The game proceeds as usual until the caller reaches the numbers given away.
Then:

Let’s assume the number 45 is the first called among the eight numbers given away.
The Bingo caller walks to John and gives him the microphone to shout the number and add his
own saying.

Examples of eight numbers given away to players:

John: 45 and 60

Betty: 17 and 38

Deidre: 6 and 41

Wilma: 19 and 23
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You will never know what sort of sayings players come up with until you try. Never underestimate the
capacity of your clients. Help them to build on existing strengths; people with mild dementia are often
more capable than we imagine. Nothing should be assumed; give them the benefit of the doubt and
you may be very pleasantly surprised.
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Traditional Bingo Sayings

1. Kelly’s eye! (After 

Australian gangster Ned 

Kelly) or Buttered scone! 

2. One little duck!  or  

“Me and you”! 

3. Cup of Tea! 

4. Knock on the door! 

5. Man alive! 

6. Tom Mix!(referring to 

silent era star) 

7. Luck for some! 

8. Garden gate!  

9. Doctor’s orders! (No 9 

was an army laxative 

medication in WWII) 

10. Downing Street! or Cock 

and Hen! 

11. Legs! (audience may 

whistle in response) 

12. One dozen! 

13. Baker’s dozen!  

14. Valentine’s Day! 

15. Young and Keen! 

16. Sweet sixteen! Never 

been kissed! 

17. Dancing queen! 

18. Coming of age! 

19. Goodbye teens! 

20. One score! 

21. Key to the door!  

22. Two little ducks!  

23. Thee and me! 

24. Two dozen! 

25. Jump and jive! 

26. Pick and mix! 

27. Gateway to heaven! 

28. Two and eight, in a state! 

29. Rise and shine! 

30. Flirty thirty! 

31. Get up and run! 

32. Buckle my shoe! 

33. All the threes! 

34. Ask for more! 

35. Duck and dive! 

36. Three dozen! 

37. More than eleven! 

38. Christmas cake! 

39. Steps! (Referring to the 

movie ‘39 Steps’) 

40. Naughty forty! 

41. Time for fun! 

42. Street in Manhattan! 

43. Down on your knees! 

44. All the fours! 

45. Halfway house! 

46. Up to tricks! 

47. Four and seven! 

48. That’s great! 

49. Fine wine! 

50. Half a century! or Bull’s 

eyes! 

51. Bang on the drum! 

52. Pack of cards! 

53. Stuck in a tree! 

54. Give some more! 

55. Snakes alive! 

56. Was it worth it? 

57. Five and seven! 

58. Make them wait! 

59. One more time! 

60. Witty and pretty! 

61. Tweak of the Thumb! 

62. Tickety-boo! 

63. Bumblebee! 

64. Sleep and snore! 

65. Retire! (Referring to 

mandatory retirement) 

66. Clickety-click 

67. Made in heaven! 

68. Saving grace! 

69. Anyway Up! 

70. Threescore and ten! 

71. Best outcome! 

72. Boohoo!  

73. Camomile tea! 

74. Candy store! 

75. Strive and survive! 

Most Bingo Games stop at 75, but some versions (such as British Bingo) go to 90! 

76. Trombones! 

77. Sunset Strip! 

78. Golden Gate! 

79. One more time! 

80. Eight and blank! 

81. Stop and run! 

82. Straight on through! 

83. Time for tea! 

84. Seven dozen! 

85. Staying alive! 

86. Between the sticks! 

87. Fat duck and a crutch! 

88. Two fat ladies! 

89. Nearly there! 

90. Top of the shop! Or 

FULL HOUSE! 
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