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SHIFT IN BALANCE:  
UK PERSPECTIVE ON DEMOCRATIC DEFICIT  
ADDRESSED BY PARTICIPATORY TURN  
AND GAMIFICATION

This paper provides a conceptual theoretical review of participatory turn and gamification from a United 
Kingdom (UK) perspective. Democratic deficit is a perennial problem in urban-planning systems due to the 
number of causal factors. Participatory practices and gamification are two instruments that can be used to 
help alleviate low democratic responsiveness. The paper articulates how there are different ways of knowing 
and assessing community priorities and values  – people need increased consciousness and self-confidence to 
participate. The UK case studies that are discussed have made a significant contribution by providing use-
ful insights regarding the benefits and limitations of participatory practices and gamification. For example, 
‘Participology’ and ‘Geogopoly’ have clear participatory gamification benefits even though they are unable to 
include decision-maker accountability or recreate real-life power relationships. This paper posits that the use 
of participatory practices and/or gamification as policy levers (specifically in UK urban-planning processes) 
will herald a shift in the balance of power.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper is a review of the extant literature that has analyzed studies of participatory 
practices and gamification tendencies that have been predominantly published in the 2020s 
and devoted to cities that are coping with COVID-19. An analysis of the public’s relationship 
with participatory turn and gamification has provided answers to some critical questions along 
the way. The paper indicates that people’s senses of belonging increased with their senses of 
the community ownership of their locale. The paper identifies some of the causal factors that 
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can influence those urban-design features that local communities value the most (Cavada, 
2022, p. 9; Fox et al., 2022, p. 2; Lawson et al., 2022, p. 32; Palese, 2022, p. 74), those urban 
development policies that local people indicate that have had the greatest impact on their lives 
(Cavada, 2022, p. 9; Fox et al., 2022, 7; Lawson et al., 2022, p. 20; Muehlhaus et al., 2022, 
p. 5; Palese, 2022, p. 51; Tewdwr-Jones and Wilson, 2022, p. 234), and those changes that 
are needed in urban-planning policy to redistribute knowledge and democratization in com-
munities (Fox et al., 2022, pp. 8–9; Lawson et al., 2022, p. 19; Muehlhaus et al., 2022, p. 2; 
Palese, 2022, p. 6; Tewdwr-Jones and Wilson, 2022, p. 229).

This paper consists of three sections. The first section discusses the role of the participa-
tory turn and gamification in democratizing urban-planning processes. The reader is alerted 
to how a democratic deficit in local decision-making can be avoided by making civic par-
ticipation more user-friendly. The second section discusses how participatory research can 
inform citizens of power relationships in their local communities. There is also discussion on 
how the participatory turn and gamification can re-awaken and empower local communities 
to benefit from civic engagement. The third section discusses various UK participatory and 
gamification practices alongside global case studies with a UK context. The COVID-19 global 
pandemic has affected urban-planning processes and increased the use of online participation 
and gamification. The paper concludes with a critical overview that reflects on various aspects 
of the participatory turn and gamification to summarize and recap key points. 

DEMOCRATIZATION, PARTICIPATORY TURN, AND GAMIFICATION

In the UK, democratic deficit occurs in many forms (Cavada, 2022, p. 10; Fox et al., 
2022, p. 2; Lawson et al., 2022, p. 26; Muehlhaus et al., 2022, p. 5; Palese, 2022, p. 53; 
Tewdwr-Jones and Wilson, 2022, p. 229). Compared to other European countries, England 
has very large local authority areas and few local representatives per area (Palese, 2022). 
There is an absence of community control, identity, locale, and people’s ownership of their 
living space and their place. Palese (2022) notified us of multiple critiques of local English 
politics in a number of areas. The English population is broadly supportive of their local 
authorities as potential change agents at the local level. English people are discontented that 
this potential does not materialize in reality. There are too few opportunities for local people 
to be able to engage with local decision-makers in order to have a say in what happens in 
their local community. What was attempted to be forced onto local communities during the 
height of the COVID-19 crisis in England is an apt case in point. Local mayors had some 
devolved powers, but the main crucial policy-forming agency still remained centralized in 
Westminster Whitehall. On more and more issues, participatory practices and gamification 
can help give local communities more agency in England and other areas where a democratic 
deficit resides in any of its forms.

Local government restructuring in the UK has been more about hidden centralism and cost 
effectiveness, not about giving communities local control. For example, a local government 
is only allowed to keep 50% of the business rate taxes that it collects; the remaining 50% 
must be sent to the central government (Palese, 2022, p. 48; Sandford, 2022, p. 19). The UK 
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government divides the country into large regional areas but has little idea of the needs of 
the small rural areas and parishes that make up the regional areas. England has nine ‘com-
bined authorities’ or ‘metro mayors’ who cover large regions of the country  – often taking in 
between two and ten cities along with several towns and villages (Institute for Government 
[IfG], May 6, 2022). Metro mayors are essentially regional mayors who came into being as 
part of the 2014 Devolution agenda in England. Combined local authority metro mayors are 
meant to have pivotal roles in enabling local democracy. In the UK, this intention has only 
been partially met; metro mayors have been installed, but they are essentially tokenistic 
figureheads whom central government can blame for local policy failures. “In negotiations 
with local leaders, the UK government made the introduction of metro mayors a prerequi-
site before any substantial allocation of powers or additional budgets. This was intended to 
provide a single point of accountability for decision making and for negotiation with central 
government” (IfG, 2022, p. 1). 

The governance of smaller towns and villages that are not covered by a metro mayor 
remains the same. Such English units must rely on minimalist and tokenistic consultation 
processes that can be centrally overruled by Westminster Whitehall. Combined local authority 
metro mayors have not been introduced in the other three constituents of the UK that enjoy 
devolved governments: Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. In the UK, there are few signs 
of deliberative participatory forms of local democracy (for example, citizen assemblies or 
local referendums). Democratic deficits due to unaccountable regeneration institutions has 
become an existential threat in the UK  – especially if the systems that are in place and de-
signed to enable civic participation act to prevent challenges of any urban planning processes 
that people feel are fundamentally flawed. UK ward council areas are simply too large for 
elected local councilors to be effective in representing their constituents. Large proportions 
of UK people feel disenchanted  – disempowered by a local democracy system that they 
cannot access that does not work for them. This is why systemic democratic deficits in local 
communities represent an argumentation.

Compared to other European countries, England has significantly larger local authorities and 
a much higher ratio of population per elected councilor […]. On average, a councilor in England 
represents around 3300 people, compared to countries with a similar population size such as Italy 
and France where one councilor represents every 600 and 130, respectively. In terms of local 
authority size, the average population per council in England is almost 100 times larger than in 
France (Palese, 2022, p. 58).

Low democratic responsiveness is systemic. If regionalization is adopted wholesale, it will 
replicate the current democratic deficit that pervades the local authority system in England in 
the 2020s. The OECD (2020a) informed us that there are four broad types of regionalization, 
the common denominator among each being the implementation of some form of a transfer 
of powers from the central government to the regions. A democratic deficit will have taken 
place if migration levels were to have increased at rates that were not agreed upon by the lo-
cal people, for example. Regionalization is not homogenous  – some people could support or 
oppose the fluid nature of regionalization. The UK has three different kinds of regionalization 
in its largest country England (OECD, 2020a). Palese (2022, p. 25) provided the following 
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description: “There are three forms of sub-national government in England: local authorities, 
combined authorities, and the Greater London Authority.” It is anticipated that regionalization 
will increase traffic flows from small towns at a greater level than the current rates in the UK. 
This could lead to intermunicipal rivalry, as regional areas that were not previously connected 
would now compete for the same development funding alongside agile, flexible workers. 
Some form of regionalization ‘safeguarding’ regulatory body would need to be created; this 
agency would have a set of locally agreed upon regionalization ‘criteria’ that would have to 
be implemented in order to protect smaller regional areas from being deprived or blighted 
(Regan et al., 2021, p. 41). 

Participatory practices and digital gamification can be introduced by posting a local au-
thority online forum dashboard. People would be free to interact with the online dashboard in 
the comfort of their homes, thus increasing civic participation; such a gamified participation 
could be used to decide the subject of an annual local referendum for an area. Constituents 
would indicate their support of, for example, an environmental traffic-calming scheme or 
agree to accept or choose to challenge an asylum-seeker resettlement proposal or re-open 
a footpath by awarding tokens to the various sponsors of each suggested local referendum 
subject. Each initiative’s scores would be constantly available on the public online forum 
dashboard, which would also act as an online blackboard where people can publicly express 
their views. This form of participatory practice and gamification would help increase civic 
engagement and democratic participation (Romano et al., 2022). A local authority’s partner-
ship board with local residents and non-state stakeholders would increase low democratic 
responsiveness by making local politics more relevant to people’s everyday lives  – more 
engaging, more interactive, more fun, and more user-friendly. In China’s mode of a partici-
patory turn, citizens can post their views on an electronic bulletin board regarding proposed 
urban regeneration schemes, along with suggesting alternatives (Chen W. et al., 2022). There 
are numerous e-participation tools in democracies and non-democracies that have a mix of 
benefits and a basket of problematic challenges. 

Aichholzer and Rose (2020) found that deliberative digital tools have made little impact 
on decision-making. From a participatory turn and gamification perspective, e-participation 
can include e-information, e-deliberation, e-campaigning, e-consultation, e-petitions, e-parti-
cipatory budgeting, and e-voting (Aichholzer and Rose, 2020). Trust has been found to be 
a factor that influences the effectiveness of e-participation in democracies (Aichholzer and 
Rose, 2020). When consultation regards services that a community wants, public trust increases. 

PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH REAWAKENING OF 
LOCAL COMMUNITIES

There are different ways of knowing which need to be considered when studying cases 
of the gamification of urban policy (Krath et al., 2021). Krath et al.’s ‘Research on Gami-
fication’ study (2021) informed us about the cognitive aspects of gamification in enabling 
people to participate in problem-solving. With this gamification utility, improved learning, 
and mental agility, people are now able to understand that different members of society have 
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differing needs and values. People in local communities may view the cultural, economic, 
political, and social aspects of their community with significant local attachment. People 
might view pavement cafes and small public spaces to watch dance and perform music as 
important parts of their community (Zan, 2021). This community attachment applies; even 
though they themselves do not directly participate, they recognize the social benefits that 
exist for the people who do. Participatory research (PR) can identify the social aspects of 
urban design, policy, and planning projects that may not be apparent when using normative 
assessment criteria (Zan, 2021).

An urban planning democratic deficit can be avoided by ensuring that the local popula-
tion has a ‘consciousness’ of the numerous issues that surround consultation, democracy, and 
knowledge-transfer (Constantinescu et al., 2020). Consciousness is based on the premise that 
the way knowledge is produced changes the awareness and perspective of those people who 
are involved in participatory urban-planning projects. One effect of the Constantinescu et al. 
(2020) interpretation of consciousness is that people become aware of the power relationships 
that surround them. The relationships among knowledge, action, and consciousness are quite 
complex and clearly have a role in critical resource allocation. A key power relationship in 
the gamification of participation is when the dominant ideology sets the agenda as to what 
should be considered to be valid knowledge, what is relevant, what the community priorities 
are, and what people’s values should be. 

Hassan and Hamari’s ‘Gameful civic engagement’ study (2020) harmonizes with Constan-
tinescu et al. (2020) by also discussing consciousness. The discourse is from a self-conscious-
ness perspective that can inhibit people from challenging power relationships. For gamification 
and participatory practices to work well in urban planning, people must be enabled, self-aware, 
and conscious of other people’s views in the community. People with a consciousness that 
is developed through participation are able to be critical about state-sourced information and 
obtain non-government knowledge instead. State-sponsored information could be bound up 
with colonialism or entangled by blinded, preordained, paradigmatic, and hegemonic dogma 
that only recognizes a limited source of knowledge (Hovde et al., 2021). There needs to be 
a shift in the balance of power: co-production from different ways of knowing should be 
proactively sought after, taken seriously, and responded to by government officials. There is 
a sense of self-realization and enlightenment; people are now enabled to influence the psy-
chological, psychosocial, and conceptual boundaries to re-imagine what is possible (Constan-
tinescu et al., 2020). Accompanying this self-realization is a self-determination where people 
with a consciousness develop a sense of agency that provides them with the ‘motivation’ for 
civic education and engagement (Nadi-Ravandi and Batooli, 2022; Sailer et al., 2017). Thus, 
people are able to produce knowledge that communicates their priorities, thus developing 
a different way of assessing community identities and values. In this sense, Constantinescu 
et al. (2020) introduced the concept of democratization by the stakeholder development of 
co-produced knowledge; this is an outcome of participatory practices.

PR focuses on the co-production of knowledge through partnerships between urban 
regeneration stakeholders and residents with trans-local knowledge and expertise (Vaughn 
and Jacquez, 2020). PR emphasizes democratization by direct engagement to deliver a local 
people’s perspective. PR is especially useful in urban design (Lawson et al., 2022, p. 19) 
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where stakeholders are involved in the research process. Normally, research processes treat 
local stakeholders as arm’s-length participants whom they then subject to various quantitative, 
qualitative, analytical, and methodological tests (Vaughn and Jacquez, 2020). In PR, people 
are much more equal (Anderson et al., 2021). PR analyzes the shared lived experiences of 
different groups of people who are all equal with differing views of community values. It 
“emphasizes participation in processes with others rather than research for researcher’s sake 
conducted on people/communities” (Vaughn and Jacquez, 2020).

Gamification can be defined as the use of any analog (usually digital audio and a video 
game) that is used by people to engage in a non-game social activity (Tseng, 2022). There is rule-
based gamification where the rules of the game are set at the start. Then, there is reward-based 
gamification where players are given some form of token or badge for performing additional 
tasks. Krath et al. (2021) articulated how social gamification can enable social comparisons and 
“nudge users towards guided paths” of relevance to their community (Krath et al., 2021, p. 1). 
Auf et al. (2021) informed us that “another commonly used technique for influencing user 
behavior is the use of nudge theory or behavioral economics to create indirect reinforcement” 
(p. 1648). Mamede et al.1 (2021) harmonized with Krath et al. (2021) regarding the fact that 
gamification is a “promising persuasive strategy” for effecting behavioral change. Krath et al. 
(2021) and Mamede et al. (2021) also chimed in by focusing on the social comparison and 
social support aspects of gamification. I argue that the analyses of Krath et al. (2021), Mam-
ede et al. (2021), and Auf et al. (2021) suggest that gamification can be regarded as a form of 
a behavioral nudge process. In such processes, rewards are used for encouraging societally 
beneficial behavior and decisions. In such a context, “gamification and digital engagement 
practices are widely used in spatial planning and urban design for various reasons” (Mosquera 
and Pagano, 2021). Digital handset games encourage democratization, require decision-making, 
and encourage cooperation and compromise. Little specific knowledge is required, which 
enables wider participation by people who normally choose to stay home. A clear benefit of 
gamification is its cost effectiveness; it is significantly cheaper to deliver urban design consul-
tation exercises online with people who participate from their own homes (Muehlhaus et al., 
2022). Gamification enables the adaptation of experimental projects that can be adjusted to 
accurately reflect the local conditions that are unique to a particular area (Galeote et al., 2021).2 

UNITED KINGDOM PARTICIPATORY GAMIFICATION CASE STUDIES

The COVID-19 global pandemic has brought the importance of participatory practices 
and gamification to the fore: enforced COVID-19 mitigation practices have informed us that 
urban-planning consultation must include a sufficient variety of consultation mechanisms. This 
is to ensure that most people are able to interact with consultation mechanisms to be able to 

 1 Mamede et al.’s study (2021) discusses the use of physical nudges alongside a web-based gamification app to 
promote changes in health behavior. This study can be used in urban-planning community consultation.

 2 Galeote et al.’s ‘Gamification for climate change engagement’ study (2021) discusses how ‘increased situation 
awareness only leads to action if certain conditions exist.’ This is a form of a unique local condition that is 
present in a particular area (p. 19).
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give their informed consent to any suggested urban developments. COVID-19 has identified 
that being aware and conscious of different stakeholder’s priorities and self-consciousness are 
crucial in implementing effective local consultation (Constantinescu et al., 2020; Hassan and 
Hamari, 2020). Lekić Glavan et al.’s ‘COVID-19 and City Space: Impact and Perspectives’ 
study (2022) discussed the profound affect that COVID-19 has had on urbanism. It has not 
been possible to get uniform data on the effect of COVID-19 on urban development; this is 
because COVID-19 measures have not been applied in the same way in different countries, 
thus limiting the information. “In the following months and years, it will be difficult to as-
sess various changes to develop urban planning and design in the post-COVID-19 world” 
(Afrin et al., 2021, p. 1).

The differences in COVID-19 responses have been non-uniform, both internationally 
between countries and on an intranational basis within a single country. The effect of these 
differences has resulted in a paucity of country-specific urban-design studies from European 
countries (including the UK). “Therefore, for a comprehensive study of the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on urban space, it is necessary to conduct a broad review as is performed 
in this study” (Lekić Glavan et al., 2022, p. 2). In their ‘Cities Policies Responses’ study 
(2020b), the OECD collated policy activity and causal factors that have influenced urban-
design decision-making. The OECD discussed how Bristol, UK, developed a ‘One City Ap-
proach’  – a strategic partnership to deliver its COVID-19 program. The ‘One City Approach’ 
involved multiple stakeholders applying participatory practices for consultation and discussion. 
Interactive workshops were used to inform the decision-making process (OECD 2020b).

Davidova et al.’s ‘Co-De | GT: The Gamification and Tokenisation of More-Than-
Human Qualities and Values’ study (2022) discussed an urban mobile software application. 
Co-De | GT was used for community engagement and consultation participatory turn purposes 
in Grangetown, Cardiff, in Wales, UK. Grangetown is a very poor area of the UK whose 
population faces education, health, and poverty challenges. Grangetown is located in an 
important biodiversity corridor that is threatened by growing urbanization, from connecting 
areas that are also near Cardiff. Grangetown needs some form of mechanism that can accu-
rately heed human and non-human stakeholders (Davidova et al., 2022). The use of Co-De | 
GT-linked gamification with a tokenization scheme helps contextualize climate change and 
other aspects of protecting Grangetown’s biodiversity. A common theme of role play where 
stakeholders don the clothing of different stakeholders to their own personas delivers an 
element of verstehen3 to the participatory turn. For example, people get the opportunity to 
see how institutional failures to work in partnerships can put various parts of Grangetown’s 
biodiversity at risk. There are clear societal benefits, as non-human stakeholders are more 
readily understood, increasing the climate change impetus (or cultural imperative) to sustain 
the environment (see also Velenturf and Purnell, 2021).4 Co-De | GT introduced tokenization 
when it was implemented in Georgetown in the form of some bitcoin cryptocurrency as com-
munity participation progressed (Davidova et al., 2022). Like most digital games, Co-De | GT 

 3 ‘Verstehen’ is the research method of asking various research participants and/or stakeholders during consulta-
tion exercises to put themselves in the other person’s shoes.

 4 Velenturf and Purnell’s ‘Principles for a sustainable economy’ study (2021) resonates here on a number of 
non-human fronts to include cultural and environmental necessities.
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can be adapted so that the tokenization is reward-based gamification with a societal benefit. 
Community engagement with the app should not result in any form of financial gain for an 
individual participant. Co-De | GT can be designed so that suggestions that support non-human 
stakeholders (for example, soil erosion or wildfire prevention) receive the most tokens. Gami-
fication and tokenization can help introduce the public to key concepts; for example, agenda 
setting, bureaucratic gatekeeping, lack of accountability, local ownership, and transparency 
(Pavlopoulou, 2021). Tokenization can help participants develop their own personas and 
pursue a particular community issue that is of interest to them. Co-De | GT is a medium for 
participatory practices, as a community can demonstrate what its priorities are in its level of 
engagement with the app. Participants’ choices of tokenization reflect what they value most, 
and gamification reveals a community’s desires, wants, and needs (Robinson-Yu, 2021).

Cavada’s ‘Evaluate Space after COVID-19: Smart Cities Strategies for Gamification’ 
study (2022) discussed the impact of COVID-19 on the urban environment. Cavada’s study 
focused on three case study areas: retail, roads, and parks. There is a discussion of gamifica-
tion practices in urban space, using examples of locating spaces to practice social distancing 
or healthy exercise outdoors (see also Lu and Ho, 2020, p. 5).5 The findings are collated on 
a computer app that can be downloaded and accessed on a digital device (typically one’s 
mobile phone). Effectively gamification has delivered a smart city strategy that enables people 
to find green open spaces within walking distances of where they live. Cavada (2022) chimed 
in with both Afrin et al. (2021) and Lekić Glavan et al. (2022) in observing limitations in 
the literature. For example, there has been an inadequate recording of rates of homelessness 
in some urban areas before 2019. Similarly, transient migration rates were also not recorded 
frequently enough up until the end of 2019. Societally, we are not in the position to do a lon-
gitudinal study of the effect of COVID-19 on the health of the local population or on urban 
planning systems: “we do not have years of study and limited time-based data. We will now 
explore the current literature on the broader implications of COVID-19” (Cavada, 2022, 
pp. 1–2). When conducting an evaluation of the impacts that COVID-19 has had on the urban 
environment, Cavada suggested using a combination of four critical lenses to conduct smart 
research. These four lenses were economy, environment, governance, and society. The impact 
of COVID-19 needs to be considered from the angle of its implications for the urban environ-
ment, health, and the way people live their lives (Cavada, 2022). A game can be designed 
to consider urban-design and -planning governance alongside an unrelated but societally 
important feature (Gomes et al., 2022). Gamification has enabled people to use retail areas 
and parks in different ways, thus developing their social skills. A gamification app can also 
act as a location finder: it is able to advise participants of the safest route (roads) to navigate 
from their current locations to safe spaces for social distancing (parks) (Chen D. et al., 2022). 
In keeping with Davidova et al. (2022), Cavada’s (2022) smart city strategy can be adapted 

 5 Lu and Ho’s ‘Exploring the Impact of Gamification on Users’ Engagement for Sustainable Development’ 
study (2020) discussed the Nike Run Club (NRC) mobile app. Gamification and urban health are manifest, as 
the NRC app ‘allows users to personally monitor and record their workouts and socially share and compare 
accomplishments’ (Lu and Ho, 2020, p. 1). Gamification has motivated users to use the NRC app, resulting in 
improved urban health and social distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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to find specific kinds of biodiversity. The mobile app can act as a digital community audit, 
enabling people to find the shortest routes to their nearest libraries or post offices. 

Typically manifest in board games, analog gamification is as valuable as digital games. 
Robinson et al.’s ‘Using games in geographical and planning-related teaching’ study (2021) 
discussed two board games that are used in the UK’s planning process. These analog games 
equip students to address real-world problems in a different way to how a digital game would 
transfer urban-design knowledge. ‘Participology’ is a participatory learning game that was 
devised by Birmingham City University and was based on a fictitious United Kingdom (UK) 
rural-urban fringe area (Robinson et al., 2021). Players roll a die or dice that determines a par-
ticular urban-design scenario, which can change depending on what the die or dice display. 
Players who can be student urban planners answer questions that address issues that are raised 
by the die or dice-decided scenarios. The given answers enable urban renewal students to 
explain their visions for the rural-urban fringe area if their planning proposals are accepted 
(Tzortzi et al., 2022). Hybrid versions of ‘Participology’ have been used in urban-design and 
planning consultations with the public in the UK. Members of the UK public have been able 
to consider the bases, contexts, and impacts of the planning proposals. Once consulted, the 
participatory turn reveals different ways of knowing and discussing alternative set of values 
and priorities that have not previously been considered by urban designers (Hidalgo et al., 
2021; Puttkamer, 2020). This is public input, different perspectives, and priorities that the 
planners can negotiate with the residents in the rural-urban fringe area. 

Urban-design practitioners, planning students, and the public all benefit from ‘Partici-
pology’ by being able to individually reflect on the multi-positions that often exist in parti-
cipatory urban-design consultation with multiple stakeholders (Tewdwr-Jones and Wilson, 
2022, p. 236). ‘Geogopoly’ is an upscaled version of ‘Participology’ that was created by the 
University of Salford. One of the aims of ‘Geogopoly’ was to develop urban-design students 
so they can understand how the UK planning system works. Students were able to see the 
negative sides of various state and non-state urban-design activity such as guerrilla gardening 
or compulsory purchase orders. Such enlightenment came from interacting with ‘Geogopoly,’ 
which helped students acquire critical-thinking and decision-making skills (Robinson et al., 
2021, p. 7). ‘Participology’ and ‘Geogopoly’ are quite flexible in the subjects that they can 
analyze. These games can be adapted to devise social-distancing solutions in temporary 
homeless shelter provisions in response to future pandemics (Drill et al., 2022; Rodriguez, 
2022). ‘Participology’ and ‘Geogopoly’ have clear participatory gamification benefits even 
though they are unable to include decision-maker accountability or recreate real-life power 
relationships (Robinson et al., 2021).

CONCLUSION 

The UK is beset with democratic deficit problems that affect how urban-planning 
processes work. Palese (2022) articulated the UK’s perennial problem of embedded demo-
cratic deficits in its local community decision-making processes. People want to engage in 
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community issues in their local areas but often find the experience disempowering and off-putting  
(see Anderson and Raine, 2020).6 What local people need are user-friendly modes of participa-
tion that are simple to use and transparent. This paper has demonstrated how the participatory 
turn and gamification are underutilized in urban-planning processes globally (especially in 
the UK). Regarding UK local governments, restructuring has not really helped  – the same 
old rules regarding the destiny of the local taxation still apply (50% of the revenue that is 
raised from local business taxes must be sent to the central government) (Palese, 2022). As 
a part of regionalization, combined local authorities or metro mayors have increased democ-
ratization at the local level and decreased the influence of the UK’s central government in 
Whitehall. Although this is a step in the right direction, locally elected metro mayors are still 
under the control of the central government (who can veto their decisions). The paper has also 
explained how regionalization can result in cities or large towns competing with each other 
for the same resources. Increased use of participatory consultation and/or various forms of 
gamification are required to engender democratization. The emergence of e-participation in 
the 21st century makes the underutilization of participatory exercises inexplicable in the UK. 
The absence of gamification is even worse, as many modes of gaming require a hand-held 
digital device (typically a person’s mobile phone). One of the main advantages of gamification 
is that it makes community engagement and democratic participation easily accessible. This 
must advance democratization; the various forms of e-participation and gamification have 
this utility (the ability to quickly and cheaply increase community awareness).

Participatory research (PR) can help communities realize that they have knowledge, 
consciousness and agency, independent freedom of thought, and the ability to act (Constan-
tinescu et al., 2020). By engaging in PR (for example, in a participatory budget exercise), 
the paper discussed the possibility of local people becoming self-aware, self-conscious, and 
enlightened. This sense of agency of independent thought gives people the necessary self-
confidence and personal capacity to discuss urban-planning proposals for their areas. When 
people consider a budget that involves the addressing of community priorities, they became 
aware of different ways of knowing. PR enables people to realize that different members of 
the same community have differing lived experiences and values. These differences could 
affect how people assess and finance community priorities by way of a participatory budget. 
If communities engage in PR, there could be a shift in the balance as to who decides what 
should be considered to be knowledge. Some participants will become conscious to the extent 
that they can appropriately challenge the perceived assumptions that they feel are being made 
by urban planners. In this sense, gamification has resulted in co-produced knowledge and the 
subsequent community buy-in of urban-planning development proposals.

COVID-19 has identified that being aware and conscious of different stakeholder’s 
priorities and self-consciousness are crucial in implementing effective local consultations 
(Constantinescu et al., 2020; Hassan and Hamari, 2020). The OECD’s stakeholder approach 
to analyzing urban development (2020b) harmonizes with Constantinescu et al. (2020) and 
Hassan and Hamari (2020). The OECD (2020b) discussed how Bristol, UK, developed a ‘One 

 6 Anderson and Rainie’s Pew Research Center report (2020, p. 49) features analyses from tech experts that are 
concerned that ‘wealthy interest groups’ control the societal recognition of knowledge. Well-resourced groups 
can drown out average citizens, ‘as only the loudest or more extreme voices get repeated’ (p. 49). This is 
a causal factor that can result in a local democratic deficit and spatial injustice.
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City Approach’  – a strategic partnership that was meant to deliver its COVID-19 program. 
The ‘One City Approach’ involved multiple stakeholders applying participatory practices 
for consultation and discussion. Interactive workshops were used to inform decision-making 
(OECD, 2020b). Gamification was found to be an ideal policy response during the COVID-19 
crisis, as this mode of participation enabled collaborative work while engaging in social dis-
tancing. Pockets of participatory practices that were manifested as online civic engagement 
that used gamification or non-gamified online forums has gained more traction during the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Gastil and Broghammer, 2021). Gamification and tokenization can help 
introduce the public to key concepts; for example, agenda-setting, bureaucratic gatekeeping, 
lack of accountability, local ownership, and transparency (Pavlopoulou, 2021). Gamification 
is ideal for community communication, consultation, groupwork and problem-solving, and 
local people’s priorities can be identified. Any social issue can be turned into a game; for 
example, food bank provision or homelessness. Gamification’s role in the participatory turn is 
to provide a medium that engenders people’s participation in policy discussions in which they 
would not normally engage (Fox et al., 2022; Lawson et al., 2022). Games can be designed 
to award extra points or rewards for certain criteria; for example, feasibility, innovation, or 
value for money. Studies suggest that reward-based games are more closely aligned to the 
problem-based learning and co-produced knowledge aspects of PR and the participatory 
turn (Mazarakis and Bräuer, 2023).7 Gamification is a medium for participatory practices, 
as communities can demonstrate what their priorities are in their levels of engagement with 
the app. Participants’ choices of tokenization reflect what they value most, and gamification 
reveals a community’s desires, wants, and needs (Robinson-Yu, 2021).
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