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CROWDSOURCED MOSCOW 2012 
A Public Space Game

by Andrei Goncharov

What if real public space could be managed by citizen online?

The game design is based on analysis of problems of public space, found throughout the re-
search. Existing examples of participatory urban planning games from around the world have been 
collected and examined. Case studies from colleagues' researches of public space were used to 
create scenarios for the game. It was also important to make the game attractive for all potential 
players and to encourage participation through rewarding experience.

The lack of consideration of people's opinion led to a situation, where people don’t feel connected 
to the space they inhabit. The game shows a solution to this situation by giving every citizen a 
right to manage the public space they use. The game shows a case of direct management of the 
city by its inhabitants and the potential of online communication as a platform for decision-making 
and planning, free from limitations of physical space. 

Moscow has long suffered from the prevalence of top-down planning. In the absence of other 
democratic procedures, using internet and social networks might be the only chance for restarting 
collaboration in urban planning in Moscow.

82



PUBLIC SPACE83

Why a game?

During the research of public space in Moscow we have outlined the most prominent problems in 
the city space. Here are some quotes from the colleagues’ reports:

Many of these problems deal with ineffectiveness and a lack of communication between differ-
ent “stakeholders” of public space in the city. Government is not interested in knowing people's 
opinion and makes the public hearings very formal. Developers are driven by market economy 
and don't act in the interest of citizen. Citizens don't have time to study urban planning and they 
are often not very active about discussing city problems. Because of this ineffectiveness, many 
possibilities for development of public space stay latent — no new parks are being built, public 
art is still a a rarity, permeability of the city space leaves much to be desired. On the other hand, 
discussions on the internet are free from limitations inherent to those in physical space — they are 
less controlled and people are more willing to express themselves among others. The rise of social 
networks nowadays looks like a promising possibility to connect people. 

So what if real public space could be managed by citizen online? 

Imagine a city without an urban planner, 
without a master plan, growing from the 
bottom up. A city, where people has be-
come authors and stakeholders of the 
space they inhabit.
It is a new management model for Moscow’s public space, where decisions are made in a trans-
parent and obvious way through internet. Instead of a vertical model where decisions are brought 
GSPN�UPQ�UP�EPXO�XF�QSPQPTF�B�IPSJ[POUBM�NPEFM�XIFSF�EFDJTJPOT�BSF�TVHHFTUFE�DPOåSNFE�BOE�
vetoed by citizens. In this model the role of an urban planner is played by everyone. Every inhabit-
BOU�PG�UIF�DJUZ�IBT�UIF�SJHIU�UP�NBLF�B�QSPQPTBM��5IF�HBNF�JUTFMG�CFDPNFT�B�WJSUVBM�CBUUMFåFME�GPS�
“stakeholders” of the public space, seeking for consensus.

— The responsibility 
for public space is 
unclear and spread

— Public space in 
Moscow is a bat-
UMFåFME�PG�EJGGFSFOU�
social groups

— Borders between 
private and public 
space in post-social-
ist city are unclear 
BOE�JOEFåOJUF

Game description
The game focuses on the process of changing public space in the city. Players compete through 
QSPQPTJOH�WBSJPVT�QSPKFDUT�BOE�OFHPUJBUJOH�PWFS�UIF�DPOUFOUT�PG�UIF�QVCMJD�TQBDF��4VDDFTT�JT�
determined by the degree of agreement players manage to achieve. The trick is in balancing the 
interests of the individuals and being attentive to the needs of people in the neighbourhood. These 
needs can also be guessed by using open data, which provides statistical information about the 
effectiveness of city's public space.
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Game rules

Basics Players log into the game with their account from social networks, instantly knowing, who 
is playing the game among their friends. Each player is registered at a certain place in the city, 
XIJDI�CFDPNFT�IJT�NBJO�QMBZJOH�åFME��)F�DBO�QBSUJDJQBUF�JO�BOZ�QMBDF�PG�UIF�DJUZ�CVU�UIF�DPTU�GPS�
him to play remotely would be higher than for the local residents. Upon visiting the game, player 
meets all sorts of current information and stats: the leaderboards, how many players are playing 
now, who is online among their friends, where are they playing, what are the “hot spots” at the 
moment.

Tools Players have a dashboard with gaming tools they can use to play. Main group of tools is 
DBMMFE�o1SPKFDUTp�BOE�JU�JT�B�DPMMFDUJPO�PG�QSPQPTBMT�XIJDI�DBO�CF�QVU�PO�UIF�NBQ�BOE�QSPQPTFE�
UP�UIF�DJUZ��&BDI�QSPKFDU�IBT�B�GPSFTFFBCMF�JNQBDU��JU�JT�QPTTJCMF�UP�QSFEJDU�IPX�UIF�DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT�
PG�UIF�OFJHICPSIPPE�XJMM�DIBOHF�XIFO�UIF�QSPKFDU�XJMM�CF�JO�QMBDF��0UIFS�DBUFHPSZ�PG�UPPMT�JT�BCPVU�
measuring the various parameters of the city, “reading the city”. The game engine might suggest a 
CFUUFS�QMBDF�GPS�B�QSPKFDU�CBTFE�PO�B�HJWFO�DSJUFSJB��QPQVMBUJPO�EFOTJUZ�RVBOUJUZ�PG�TJNJMBS�QSPKFDUT�
BSPVOE��1PMMT�DBO�CF�NBEF�UP�NBLF�B�DIPJDF�CFUXFFO�DPNQFUJOH�QSPKFDUT�

Points system Players in the game are rewarded for playing and for collaborating with others.
1MBZFST�SFDFJWF�B�IVOESFE�QPJOUT�FWFSZ�EBZ��5IFTF�QPJOUT�DBO�CF�TQFOU�PO�TVQQPSUJOH�QSPKFDUT�
delegated to someone, or simply ignored — in this case they are lost. People can also have multi-
ple votes — see Mechanism of delegation.

Locality 1MBZFST�HFU�OPUJåDBUJPOT�BCPVU�OFX�QSPKFDUT�XIJDI�UIFZ�DBO�åMUFS�BDDPSEJOH�UP�UIFJS�QSFG-
FSFODFT��1SPKFDUT�IBWF�EJGGFSFOU�MFWFMT�PG�JOæVFODF�PO�UIF�DJUZ��'PS�FYBNQMF�B�TUBUVF�PO�UIF�DFOUSBM�
square would be important to all inhabitants of the city as it has a symbolic meaning. On the other 
IBOE�B�TNBMM�QBSL�PO�UIF�QFSJQIFSZ�IBT�B�MJNJUFE�BSFB�PG�JOæVFODF��

Types of players 5IFSF�BSF�EJGGFSFOU�UZQFT�PG�QMBZFST�JO�UIF�HBNF�EFåOFE�CZ�UIFJS�CFIBWJPS���
Developers are characterized by prevalence of capital (i.e. points). Unlike in reality, their main role 
in the game becomes to predict and to support requests from the citizen, proposing popular 
QSPKFDUT��o(PWFSONFOUp�QMBZFST�BSF�DIBSBDUFSJ[FE�CZ�B�MBSHF�RVBOUJUZ�PG�WPUFT�EFMFHBUFE�CZ�PUIFS�
players, which allows them to be representatives of others’ opinions. Artists and architects use 
UIFJS�DSFBUJWJUZ�UP�QSPNPUF�QSPKFDUT��6SCBO�QMBOOFST�CFDPNF�DPOTVMUBOUT�BOE�BHFOUT�PG�DJUJ[FO�

Mechanism of delegation Players can give their votes to other players, delegating the decisions 
UP�TPNFPOF�UIFZ�USVTU��%FMFHBUJPOT�DBO�CF�MJNJUFE�UP�B�TQFDJåD�UPQJD�	F�H��POMZ�FDPMPHZ�SFMBUFE�
NBUUFST
�PS�UP�B�TQFDJåD�BSFB�JO�UIF�DJUZ��%FMFHBUJPO�BMTP�UBLFT�B�QPSUJPO�PG�QPJOUT�FWFSZ�EBZ�BOE�
with a lot of delegates managing the expenses on delegation could become an important issue.

Projects’ price 8IFO�QSPKFDUT�HFU�QSPQPTFE�UP�UIF�QVCMJD�UIFZ�CFDPNF�PQFO�GPS�WPUJOH��5IF�
QSJDF�PG�QSPKFDUT�JT�QSPQPSUJPOBM�UP�UIF�TJ[F�PG�UIF�QSPKFDU�BOE�UIF�RVBOUJUZ�PG�JOIBCJUBOUT�BSPVOE��
'PS�FYBNQMF�B�QSPKFDU�NJHIU�OFFE�UP�HBJO����WPUFT�JO�UIF�CFGPSF�UIF�FOE�PG�UIF�EBZ�UP�CFDPNF�
BDDFQUFE��#VU�IPX�DBO�BOZPOF�XJO�JG�FBDI�QMBZFS�PO�IJT�PXO�IBT�TP�MJUUMF�QPXFS �#Z�KPJOJOH�
forces and gaining support from other people. In the game, the more people trust each other, the 
NPSF�JOæVFODF�UIFZ�IBWF��4NBMMFS�BOE�UFNQPSBSZ�QSPKFDUT�DPTU�MFTT�NBLJOH�JU�FBTJFS�UP�DIBOHF�
the city with small and nondestructive measures.

Goals�&WFSZPOF�T�HPBM�JT�UP�QSPQPTF�BT�NBOZ�TVDDFTTGVM�QSPKFDUT�BT�QPTTJCMF�BOE�UP�XJO�QPJOUT��
Throughout the game, everyone develops different skills to achieve that. Some players try to be 
representative of big social groups and to gain social weight ("Government"). "Developers" are ac-
DVNVMBUJOH�TBWJOHT�UP�CF�BCMF�UP�QSPQPTF�MBSHF�TDBMF�QSPKFDUT��
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What would it be like, possible scenarios

Public by design $IBOHJOH�QVCMJD�TQBDF�XJUI�TNBMM�NFBTVSFT�
This scenario is involved when large-scale redevelopment is too costly or unpopular and there-
fore is out of question. Here players have to use small measures to achieve the improvement 
they want. These small-scale actions are also attractive, because players are not so limited in the 
BNPVOU�PG�EFTJHO�DIBOHFT�UIFZ�DBO�NBLF�EBJMZ�VOMJLF�UIF�DBTF�PG�CJH�QSPKFDUT��*O�UIJT�QBSUJDVMBS�
scenario, Manezhnaya square is in constant change on micro-scale and we observe, how these 
design tweaks change excludability, permeability and other parameters of the place. During the 
game, the player notices, that there is an expert in the government, who always makes decisions 
he agrees with. He decides to delegate his vote to that expert and gives him a portion of his daily 
points. But soon something goes wrong. The delegate begins to use the credit citizen gave him 
in his own interest and starts building commercial venues. This makes citizen angry and they take 
their votes back. In the end, the square is redeveloped by citizen into an open park.

5IF�QSPDFTT�PG�OFHPUJBUJPOT�JT�TJNQMJåFE�BOE�TQFE�VQ�JO�UIF�HBNF��#Z�BUUSBDUJOH�UIF�HPWFSONFOU�
we actually encourage participatory attitude in all players. The relationship between different 
"stakeholders" of public space is made explicit, thus giving a chance to go further. The game also 
shows the effectiveness of small measures to solve urban problems. 
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Courtyard revival 4VSWFZ�QSPKFDUT�����
The action takes place in a typical courtyard among panel houses in the outskirts of Moscow. By 
USZJOH�WBSJPVT�DPOåHVSBUJPOT�QFPQMF�MPPL�GPS�PQUJNBM�TVSWFZJOH�TUSBUFHZ�UIFZ�BSF�DPNQFUJOH�GPS�
UIF�TQBDF�CFUXFFO�UIF�IPVTFT�CZ�USZJOH�WBSJPVT�QSPKFDUT��5IF�NPSF�FGGFDUJWFMZ�UIFZ�VTF�UIF�TQBDF�
the more space they win. Effectiveness in this case is measured by the level of consent among 
QMBZFST��)BMG�PG�UIF�DPVSUZBSE�JT�æPPEFE�XJUI�DBST�BOE�UIFSF�JT�OP�TQBDF�GPS�DIJMESFO�QMBZHSPVOE��
Car-owners propose to build a multi-level parking, but there is clearly no money for that. This 
buzz is being noticed by developers, who begin to sense an unrealized potential. They collaborate 
XJUI�VSCBO�QMBOOFST�BOE�QSPQPTF�UP�CVJME�BO�BEEJUJPOBM�åSTU�MFWFM�BSPVOE�UIF�DPVSUZBSE�UIBU�DPVME�
be rent by various facilities and  bring money to build the compact parking. And also protect the 
courtyard from the street noise. The proposal is accepted and citizen begin to discuss, which facil-
ities they actually need in their block. A citywide contest is open and a poll combined with revenue 
DBMDVMBUPS�CSJOHT�UIF�åOBM�MJTU�PG�GBDJMJUJFT�s�B�DBGF�B�MBVOESZ�B�EBODJOH�DMVC�BOE�B�CPPLNBLFS�T�
PGåDF��5IF�MBUUFS�XBTO�U�BDUVBMMZ�SFRVFTUFE�CZ�BOZPOF�CVU�UIFZ�XFSF�TP�QSPåUBCMF�UIBU�JU�XBT�IBSE�
UP�SFTJTU��5IF�OFX�EBUB�TIPXT�UIBU�BT�B�SFTVMU�PG�UIJT�XIPMF�QSPKFDU�UIF�XBMLBCJMJUZ�PG�UIJT�BSFB�IBT�
grown by 20% and crime level has decreased by 30%. 

5IF�HBNF�GPTUFST�DPOTUBOU�DPMMBCPSBUJPO�BOE�åOEJOH�B�TPMVUJPO�UISPVHI�BUUSBDUJOH�NPOFZ�LOPXM-
edge or creativity. The availability of information about the quality of public space supports edu-
cated decisions.
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Mosque versus boulevard 1MBDFT�BT�CBUUMFæFMET�GPS�TPDJBM�HSPVQT�
This scenario depicts a clash of interests on a level of large social groups, rather than individuals. 
*U�VTFT�B�SFBM�DBTF�PG�DPOæJDU�JO�UIF�.PTDPX�BSFB�PG�5FLTUJMTDIJLJ�XIFSF�BO�BCBOEPOFE�HSFFO�[POF�
is threatened to become a muslim cultural center with a mosque. To show their protest, the locals 
have put the trees themselves in that place. At this moment the destiny of this place is unclear, but 
we can try to imagine, how this situation could develop further in the game. For example, mus-
lims could also try to claim the rights for the place by simply occupying it with crowds, the way it 
IBQQFOT�PO�,VSCBO�#BKSBN�EBZ��5IF�MPDBMT�UIFO�XPVME�IBWF�UP�SFTQPOE�XJUI�EFTJHO�NFBTVSFT�CZ�
making this place unsuitable for gatherings. On a bigger scale, scenarios like this could result in 
ghettoization of the city: minorities which claim their rights to public space would be pushed out 
BOE�EJTUSJDUT�PDDVQJFE�NPTUMZ�CZ�NJOPSJUJFT�XPVME�CFDPNF�NPSF�TFMG�TVGåDJFOU�BOE�JTPMBUFE�GSPN�
the rest.

The game structures the process of changing public space around places, not around administra-
tive system. The game also leaves the opportunity to use the outcomes for improving the actual 
DJUZ��5IF�FYQFSJFODF�PG�OFHPUJBUJOH�BOE�FWBMVBUJOH�QSPKFDUT�JO�QVCMJD�TQBDF�DBO�CF�GVSUIFS�BQQMJFE�
GPS�CFUUFS�VOEFSTUBOEJOH�UIF�TJUVBUJPO�PO�TQFDJåD�TJUFT�JO�UIF�DJUZ��'PS�FYBNQMF�CVTJOFTT�QFPQMF�
could understand the need for a certain facility in a certain place. Best practices from the process 
of the game can serve as a handbook for city activists.
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#BUUMFæFME�BU�UIF�TUSFFU�DPSOFS�'JOEJOH�B�QMBDF�GPS�B�TDVMQUVSF�JO�UIF�DJUZ
In this scenario an artist is looking for a good place in the city to put his newest sculpture — a hy-
brid of a tractor and a gothic chapel. Parameters like density, quantity of art galleries, education of 
inhabitants are being evaluated. In the end, he comes up with a most appropriate place, a corner 
of a lively and green street. But it turns out that this place is also considered by someone else — 
say, by a newspaper kiosk chain. To avoid a stalemate, they ask citizen, create a poll and broad-
cast information about their positive impact on the city. A strange sculpture obviously has less 
UBOHJCMF�CFOFåUT�GPS�UIF�DJUZ�BOE�MPTFT�UIF�DPNQFUJUJPO��#VU�UIFO�B�UIJSE�QMBZFS�TVEEFOMZ�FOUFST�UIF�
åHIU�BOE�CBDLT�UIF�TDVMQUVSF�QSPQPTBM�XJUI�IJT�PXO��IF�T�SFBEZ�UP�PQFO�B�DBGF�UIFSF�BOE�UP�QVU�
this sculpture in front of the cafe (to attract wealthy tourists, he says). This proposal becomes even 
more popular than the previous two and it is easily accepted.

The possibility to "read" the city cpace through quantative measures changes the way people 
interact with it and opens up the possibility to make precise changes, "urban acupuncture". 
5IF�HBNF�JOUSPEVDFT�UIF�NFDIBOJTN�PG�OPUJåDBUJPOT�NBLJOH�BMM�JOUFSFTUFE�QFPQMF�BXBSF�PG�UIF�
changes in the city.
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Could it be that the chance to change actually depends on our possibility to dream, to imagine 
the change? Is there still a place for utopia? If so, playing the game of remaking public space and 
evaluating the variants could be a good trial of what is ultimately possible. We might realize that 
our wish for a different neighborhood is not as rare as we think. Comfortable parks, rebellious 
QVCMJD�BSU�IVNBO�TDBMF�TUSFFUT�s�BMM�DPVME�CF�SFBM��8F�NJHIU�åOE�PVU�UIBU�UIF�NPTU�PCTDVSF�
ideas have a lot of supporters. And things also could go wrong. It could happen that opening the 
discussion to everyone would provoke a situation even worse than it is now. People could prefer 
populist changes with immediate effect to more well thought out measures. For example, instead 
of introducing congestion charges, massive parkings could be built, as it happened at the Red 
Square on the picture above. The learning curve can be shrotcut by using knowledge base and 
using the data, which the city provides about itself. Other danger is in polarizing opinions too 
much, to the point where citizen don't have the energy to agree anymore. The city could evolve in 
all sorts of unpredictable directions. Either way, this is going to be the city we deserve.

Collective dream?
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