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WHEN IDENTITY 
BECOMES ATTRACTION
    

Helsinki,  March, 24 2026​

Elke Dens​
Place Generation



Destinations are places drowning
In the sea of sameness



The paradox 
of 

destinations:
 

In the effort to become more 
attractive, 

places became less unique, 
less interesting, and less 

resilient

Photo by Fernando Garcia on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@fernando__g13?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@fernando__g13?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/photos/aerial-view-of-city-buildings-near-body-of-water-during-night-time-Etl6rcaTFjc?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


In our tourism bubble 
We tend to forget who’s really hosting us… 

 

www.visitardenne.com



Start with place, work with place

You don’t prepurpose places for tourism.

You explore the identity of your place and 

look at  how visitors can help to 

Make your place thrive.



WHAT IS PLACE IDENTITY? 

The sense

of place.

2
The core identity of 

your place.
The epicenter of all 

experiences and 

stories that your 

place generates. 

31
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IDENTITY 

PROJECTION PERCEPTION 



THE PLACE IDENTITY PROCESS 

IDENTITY

PROJECTION

PERCEPTION

NARRATIVE GAP ANALYSIS4
3
2
1
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IDENTITY 

PROJECTION

PERCEPTION 

The more alignment 
THE STRONGER THE REPUTATION

IDENTITY 

PROJECTION PERCEPTION 
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WHY PLACE IDENTITY?

WHAT KIND OF STORIES OR EXPERIENCES ARE WE GOING TO 

PROJECT TO VISITORS, STUDENTS, FOREIGN COMPANIES?

THE DANGER OF NOT DOING THIS 1:

none validation of your work (non authenticiy)

THE DANGER OF NOT DOING THIS 2:

The permission to do marketing (non credibility)
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PLACE IDENTITY IMPACTS   
DEVELOPMENT & DESIGN 
• By optimizing the customer journey.
• Developing remarkable experiences.
• Filling gaps in your product offerings.
• Animation.
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PLACE IDENTITY IMPACTS   

PROMOTION 

• Improving your positioning.
• Audience segmentation.
• Setting up storytelling.
• Tailor-made promotion.
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PLACE IDENTITY AS YOUR FUNDAMENT  

PLACE IDENTITY

PROJECTION & 
PERCEPTION

NARRATIVE GAP

NICHE TARGET 
SEGMENTS

DESTINATION 
DEVELOPMENT

YOUR PLACE 
STRATEGY



History

People

Culture

GeographyClimate

Environment

Economy

Place Identity

Place Identity



SASKATCHEWAN Place DNA® FEBRUARY 2021

SUOMENLINNA 

WHITE CITY 

PARKS

DESIGN

HERITAGE & CULTURE

GREEN SPACES 

NEIGBOURHOODS

SOCIAL CARE

ROCK CHURCH

ARCHITECTURE

LOCAL TRANSPORT

HUMOUR

MARKETS

RESTAURANTS FOOD CULTURE

ARCHIPELAGO

SAFETY



DNA ELEMENTS

Hotels

Agreeable

Urban

Language

The white
 city

Helpful

Distance

Sea

Unassuming

Esplanade

Culture

Museums

4 Seasons

Neighbourhoods

Restaurants

Aalto

Rock Church

Design

Public Transport

Breathing space

UniversitiesIslands

Open-minded

Low key

Resiliant

Spacious

Proudly modest

Considerate

Safe

Unpretentious

AuthenticStraightforward

Casual

Neighbourly

Cold

Green Hidden gem

Team-player

Trustworthy

Unconstraint

Common sense

Markets

Art

Free to be

(Air)port

Parks

Suomenlinna

Music

Airy

Functional

Matter of fact

Introvert

Happy

Underdog

Content
Unapologetic

Sincere

Transactional

Fuss free

Inventive

Self-reliant

Caring

Forest

Oodi

Sustainable



URBAN
Markets

Food / Restaurants / fashion / 

SOCIAL 
SUSTAINABILITY
Shared values
Collectively being
yourself /Equity /
Sustainable
restaurants

Helsinki
DESIGN
Architecture  
Design 
Culture

NATURE
Archipelago
Suomenlinna
Rocks/ Space / Parks 
/ Sea  

WHAT MAKES HELSINKI, HELSINKI?



URBAN

SOCIAL
SUSTAINABILITY

HelsinkiDESIGN &
CULTURE

NATURE

WHAT MAKES HELSINKI, HELSINKI?





URBAN

SUSTAINABILITY
Helsinki

DESIGN & 
CULTURE

NATURE

GAP BETWEEN DNA / PROJECTION / PERCEPTION 



ENHANCE THE IMPACT OF 
CULTURAL OFFERINGS

CULTURE: JEAN SIBELIUS WAS NOT METIONED ONCE IN ALL WORKSHOPS AND INTERVIEWS BY HELSINKIANS, JUST MENTIONING..…



UNLEASH HELSINKI’S DESIGN 
POTENTIAL

DESIGN : IT WAS AALTO WHO COINED THE EXPRESSION ‘CULTURAL SUSTAINABILITY’



POSITION HELSINKI AS LEADER 
IN SUSTAINABILITY

SUSTAINABILITY : EXAMPLES OF SUCCESFUL VALUE BASED CAMPAIGNS WHITHOUT EVEN MENTIONING THE WORD SUSTAINABILITY



DON’T TURN THE UNDERDOG 
IN A MAINSTREAM MUTT

UNDERDOG POSITION: SOMETHING TO REFLECT ON AS A CAPITAL



RETHINK SEGMENTATION

Niche

Passion

Demographic

Psychographic

Geographic



RETHINK SEGMENTATION : CALGARY – THE CANADIAN UNDERDOG CITY



TOWARDS REGENERATIVE

WHAKATANE, NEW ZEALAND  - CASE STUDY OF HOW THE KIWI CAPITAL SAVED THE KIWI 



Source: www.visitfinland.com







Bhutan, happiness is the place

Fiji, where happiness finds you

Aruba, one happy island, 

Sandiego, if you're happy and you know it, clap your hands

Pennsylvania, pursue your happiness, 

Sukothai, dawn of happiness

Drury hotels, Travel Happy

Walt Disney World, the happiest place on earth

IDENTITY IS MORE THAN A 
SLOGAN 



IDENTITY 
IS MORE THAN
A THIRD PARTY
VERIFICATION
OR AWARD



✓The Power of Sisu
✓Nature as a Healer
✓The Magic of Sauna
✓The Art of Simple Living
✓Work-Life Balance
✓The Role of Silence in Happiness
✓The Finnish Diet and Well-Being
✓Education and the Joy of Learning
✓The Strength of Community
✓Nature’s Right: Jokamiehenoikeus
✓The Power of Small Pleasures
✓Designing a Happy Home
✓Raising Happy Children
✓The Art of Slowing Down
✓Financial Contentment Over Wealth
✓Seasonal Living and Happiness

Onnellisuss is…



Onnellisuus is 
The Finnish Eudaimonaia

Copyright: Mappalicious



Your identity can build a resilient tourism.

Finnish identity pillar What it means in daily Finnish life Opportunities for future design in tourism

Sisu (quiet resilience) Staying with challenges, not giving up easily
Commitment to long-term care for places and 
communities

Nature as a right (Jokamiehenoikeus)
Everyday access to forests and lakes, with 
shared rules

Visitors become co-stewards, not just users of 
landscapes

Sauna & small rituals
Simple, repeated practices for unwinding and 
connecting

Low-impact wellbeing that depends on healthy 
water, forests and air

Work-life balance & slowing down Protected time for family, hobbies, nature
Fewer, longer, deeper visits that respect local 
capacity

Silence & emotional safety Comfort with quiet, low social pressure
Limits noise, crowding and over-tourism in fragile 
places

Education & joy of learning Curious, equal, learning-oriented culture
Trips become learning journeys about nature, 
culture and regeneration

Seasonal, place-based living
Embracing dark winters, bright summers, local 
rhythms

Tourism aligns with what ecosystems and 
communities need each season



Our recommendations:

- Dive more deeply into the Finnish identity
- Explore the narrative gap
- Communicate in a deeply Finnish way: your words, your culture: there’s

no English word for (Danish) Hygge
- Build an umbrella brand with the Finnish identity and collaborate with

every Finnish region/city in accordance to their specific identity. 
- Sustainability will need to have a central position, without even 

communicating the word. The sustainability label is a basic need for
guests and host, but not a differentiator in attraction.



Copyright Visit Finland



The Finnish
‘onnellisuus’

Helsinki 
design 

Sami 
wisdom

Flyfishing
in 

Lapland

Artic
Silence



International Student Association

Hawaii has a 
strong and 

rich sense of 
place. 



Each island has it’s own
plant or flower



Your identity is VERY attractive



Silence is gold

Copyright: BBC, Trends 2026





Even in the business sector 
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THANK
YOU!
    

Helsinki,  March, 24 2026​

Elke Dens​
Place Generation
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