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Helsinki’s Identity in 2025: Bridging the Gap
Between Reputation and Reality

The Paradox of Helsinki

Helsinki, by nearly every measurable standard, is a city that works. Ranked consistently
among the top cities in the world for quality of life, safety, sustainability, and urban
design, it is widely admired by those who live there and those who visit. It offers a blend
of urban sophistication and proximity to nature that is truly rare among European
capitals. Public transport is reliable, the air is clean, design is not an aesthetic add-on
but a deeply embedded value, and the rhythm of life is balanced, humane, and

intelligent.

And yet, the world hardly knows it. While Helsinki ranks highly on quality-of-life indexes,
it remains a mid-tier player or even absent from global brand perception rankings.
Mercer ranks it 34th, Resonance 53rd, and it is notably missing from indices such as the
Anholt-Ipsos City Brand Index. This discrepancy between performance and reputation
is not simply a matter of bad marketing. It reflects a deeper identity issue: Helsinki’s

story is not being told clearly, proudly, or cohesively.

Helsinki’s identity is grounded in authenticity and restraint. Residents describe their city
as agreeable, sincere, fuss-free, resilient, socially conscious, and “proudly modest.”
They value nature, silence, design, trust, and space—not only physical but also
psychological. The emotional infrastructure of the city is subtle: it welcomes without

fanfare, and promises are kept without needing applause.

The challenge lies in translating these quiet values into a compelling external

narrative. Currently, what Helsinki projects is often too fragmented, too functional, or
overly modest. There is little distinction between Helsinki as a vibrant, creative capital
and the broader Finnish brand. Visitors report loving their experiences but struggle to
define what the city stands for. Meanwhile, insiders underestimate the uniqueness of

what they have.
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Strategic Priorities for Reputation-Building

To close this identity gap, Helsinki must realign its DNA, projection, and perception.

This calls for strategic interventions in seven core areas:

1. Celebrate Culture as an Emotional Driver

Culture in Helsinki is perceived extremely positively (80%+ sentiment), but it is not
treated as a central asset. The city must shift from listing cultural offerings to narrating
them—as ways of life, not static sites. Emphasise the fusion of past and present, and
tell stories that evoke emotion, not just information. The absence of national icons like
Jean Sibelius in workshop discussions is telling: locals may have moved on, but the

world still connects through cultural memory.

2. Elevate Everyday Design into a Signature Story

Design is Helsinki’'s most distinct competitive strength—present in architecture,
furniture, transport, and even the attitude of form following function. Yet it remains
underleveraged in communications. By clearly positioning design as a core narrative
thread, Helsinki can distinguish itself from cities like Stockholm or Copenhagen, which

are often credited for what Helsinki does more naturally.

3. Communicate Sustainability with Depth and Humanity

Sustainability in Helsinki is real and multi-layered—from zero-waste dining to equitable
public policy. But sustainability must be felt, not just claimed. Messaging should
highlight social and cultural sustainability as much as environmental credentials. Rather
than statistics, show the rituals: the communal sauna, the quiet tram rides, the public

forests. Helsinki’s way of living is the message.

4. Move from Underdog to Urban Confidence

Modesty is a Finnish virtue, but undercommunication becomes invisibility. Helsinki must
dare to show pride, not through bombast but through conviction. Projects that express
local pride in public, such as resident-led storytelling or symbolic campaigns, can
convey warmth and belonging without losing authenticity. What makes residents love
Helsinki should be visible to the world.



Liite 4 Helsingin identiteettiselvitys, raportti (englanninkielinen)

5. Create Cohesive and Symbolic Communication

The fragmentation of content between public and private partners dilutes impact. The
branding of Helsinki must move from completeness to clarity. What is the one idea
people should remember? Symbolic actions (e.g. like Palau's passport pledge or
Sweden’s national phone line) can externalise Helsinki’'s values in surprising,

memorable ways.

6. Shift from Demographics to Passions

Marketing by geography is outdated. Helsinki should focus on passionate
communities: urban hikers, forest bathers, design nerds, cold-water swimmers, food
philosophers. These people are not only more likely to visit, they are more likely to
return, share, and stay longer. Segmentation must be based on values and motivation,

not passport.

7. Align Tourism with Regeneration

Expectations must be managed. Branding that promises happiness must also reveal
the habits, culture, and care systems that sustain that happiness. Tourism should be
seen as a lever for local well-being. Development, promotion and storytelling must
converge. Helsinki has the potential to be a global model for regenerative urban

tourism—a city that doesn’t just invite you to visit, but to change.

Conclusion

Helsinki’s challenge is not to invent an identity but to believe in the one it already lives.
If projected with clarity and emotional resonance, the city’s combination of design,
dignity, trust, and nature could define a new standard for the 21st-century capital. To

move from “underdog” to undisputed, Helsinki must dare to whisper louder.
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REPORT WORKSHORP IDENTITY RESEARCH
HELSINKI APRIL 26th

Shaping Helsinki’s Future Experience: Workshop Reflections on Identity and

Storytelling

As part of a collaborative identity workshop in Helsinki, participants explored how
storytelling could support destination management and marketing. Drawing from
Helsinki's distinctive traits, the group focused on three key thematic pillars: Culture,
Design, and Sustainability. What follows is a short synthesis of the ideas generated,

highlighting opportunities for experiential development and meaningful narratives.

1. CULTURE: Everyday Life as a Living Tapestry

Participants emphasized that culture in Helsinki is not confined to stages and
institutions—it pulses through everyday life. A unique cultural soundscape, from iconic
Finnish metal bands to ambient city noises, can shape immersive storytelling. Helsinki’s
legacy figures, such as Tove Jansson and the world of the Muumit, offer stories of
inclusion, imagination, and Nordic values. These narratives can be woven into
regenerative cultural experiences: hybrid tours (digital and guided), ateliers, and

exhibitions that go beyond passive consumption.

Participants also advocated for making “high culture” accessible to thresholders—those
new to, or hesitant about, formal cultural spaces. This could mean more integrated
experiences that connect museums, statues, and stories into coherent cultural trails.
Helsinki should celebrate not just its institutions, but the everyday “life culture” that

quietly flourishes across neighborhoods.

2. DESIGN: Function Meets Story

Helsinki’s design DNA is both practical and poetic. The group called for deeper
storytelling around the city’s vintage and preloved design shops, showcasing
sustainable fashion and the evolution of Nordic aesthetics. There’s potential in telling

the story of post-war reparations and how necessity shaped a culture of
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craftsmanship—an industrial history that predates the branding of “design” but deeply

informs it.

Importantly, Helsinki design isn’t just found in objects—it’s in daily life. From trams to
tableware, design is a lived experience. A suggested idea was the development of the
"Aalto Tramline" (tramline 4) as a design journey in itself, celebrating Helsinki’s

functional beauty through its urban infrastructure.

3. SUSTAINABILITY: A City of Resilience and Reuse

The sustainability theme centered around Helsinki’s unique urban-nature blend.
Branded by one participant as a "pocket-sized metropolis," the city’s green spaces are
not a substitute for “real nature” but a statement of how nature can thrive in urban life.
Experiences can be built around this philosophy—where the city becomes a garden,

and resilience a form of beauty.

Architectural icons like Oodi Library and Loyly sauna already model eco-conscious
design, while sites like Hanasaari showcase the city’s renewable energy ambitions. The
group encouraged storytelling that ties sustainability to Helsinki’'s emotional values: “we
need things that last,” and “it's a sin to waste.” These phrases express an ethical

dimension ripe for narrative.

Across all themes, there was a shared belief in the need for better long-term visibility—
visitors and residents alike should understand not just what’s happening now, but what
is to come. Helsinki’s future stories must be layered, resilient, and deeply grounded in

the city’s ongoing transformation.



