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• Local government and neighbourhoods as interfaces to society
• Uneven participation: social and spatial divisions
• Socio-spatial and language segregation in Finnish cities: urban

(social) peripheries
• Helsinki region as an urban laboratory – similar dynamic across Finnish and 

European cities

• Domains of segregation

• Closing the gap?
• Counteracting segregation
• Open local government as a sensitive mediator
• Convivência-mindset

Diversity and inclusion in local 
governance?



• The importance of local government is increasing

• Global challenges solved locally, e.g. climate change 

• Knowledge economy and growth concentrating in cities  growing 
“weight” of local government

• Shared social and structural dynamics of local questions, e.g. Helsinki 
and Tallinn vs. rural municipalities Finland & Estonia

• Networks of cities vs. nation states, e.g. see C40

• Neighbourhoods are the most important interface to the whole 
society: services, social life, schools etc.

• Particularly the young, elderly and socio-economically vulnerable spend 
time very locally (see. e.g. Rein Ahas, Siiri Silm, Tiit Tammaru for Estonian research)
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The new locally global
government



There are trust divides, region, education, 
income
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Average trust is higher in Helsinki-Uusimaa than in other Finnish regions, 2020 – Katju Holkeri

Source OECD calculations based in the OECD special module on Trust in Public Institutions, Consumer Confidence Survey, Statistics Finland.7.11.2023
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Social gaps in democratic participation

https://www.stat.fi/en/publication/cl8mvt1xt143o0cvzel1m7esx
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Adults with tertiary education in 
Finnish municipalities

Where are the peripheries
of trust and participation?
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• Traditionally, we have looked at averages of larger
areas like regions, provinces or municipalities and 
located peripheries into more distant
geographical peripheries

• Nowadays, we can see growing differentiation
within municipalities and within cities, between
neighbourhoods; neighbourhood differences in 
education and income within Helsinki exceed the
differences between Finnish municipalities (see
e.g. Bernelius & Huilla 2021)  urban social
peripheries

New urban peripheries



Venla Bernelius venla.bernelius@helsinki.fi 

• “Socio-economic spatial segregation: a situation where people of 
a similar background − in terms of income, culture, country of 
origin, etc.− live concentrated in certain parts of a city and clearly 
separated from other groups. Segregation can have both positive 
and negative sides, but it is deemed to be especially problematic 
when it is involuntary and when it leads to few interactions among 
the resident groups and less access to opportunities (van Ham et 
al. 2018: OECD: Divided Cities)”

• Nordic cities tend to have strong overlapping socio-economic and 
ethnic/language segregation patterns (see. e.g. Andersson et al. 
2010: Immigration, Housing and Segregation in the Nordic Welfare 
States)

• Residential segregation is related to other forms of segregation, 
e.g. school segregation (see e.g. Bernelius & Vilkama 2019)

Segregation in Finnish
cities
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Domains of 
segregation

Workplaces

Schools

Commercial 
services

Hobbies 

Health care

Social services

INSTITUTIONS 
(e.g. school
quality, teaching
resources)

COMMUNITIES 
(e.g. peer groups, 
available role
models)

see e.g. MAARTEN VAN HAM & TIIT TAMMARU 2016; (ks esim. 
OECD Divided Cities, 2018)



Participation in local elections (voter turnout) and socio-economic risk index (higher values mean
lower socio-economic status) by neighbourhood in Helsinki, 2021     - Saku Saarimaa, Venla Bernelius 
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Is the ”tail dropping” – hints of negative neighbourhood

effects in the places ”left behind” (see. e.g. Rodríguez-Pose)?

Share of residents with tertiary degree
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Similar patterns in 
all participation: 
also visible in 
digital participation
 ease of 
participation helps, 
but is not enough
to bridge the gaps
created by social
peripherisation



• Socio-spatial segregation is typically a reflection of social inequalities in the
wider society: e.g. income, education. Changes in the social structure often
affect the socio-spatial segregation with a delay – but spatial segregation is 
also partly an independent phenomenon, and theoretically spatial segregation
can grow even if social differentiation in the society diminishes (see e.g. Sako 
Musterd: Handbook of Urban Segregation): social (e.g. employment) and 
spatial (e.g. housing) policies

• Segregation is driven largely by the unseen forces outside the disadvantaged
neighbourhoods or other domains: the ones feeding into segregation are the
ones who can afford to and know how to choose where to live or what services
to use: need to recognise the role of preventing ”middle-class flight”

• Efforts into reducing segregation vs. supporting vulnerable neighbourhoods or
communities

• Collaboration (information exchange and action) between ministries, other
national actors and municipalities and collaboration between different sectors
of the city governance & practitioners
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Counteracting segregation
and supporting
participation



Open government reinforces 
dialogue in society. 

Open government promotes 
everyone’s right to understand 
and be understood. 

Leadership and competence 
ensure that everyone has the 
opportunity to participate. 

Finland actively promotes 
open government on the 
international level. 

Katju Holkeri7.11.2023
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EASY TO UNDERSTAND

Government texts, 
services and reforms 

are clear and 
understandable.

Improving easy language skills in 
government
• Open training course in eOppiva.

Visualisation training in eOppiva

Annual Award for the use of clear
administrative language and easy language
isualisation training

Concrete actions
Improving clear administrative language skills in 
government
• Open courses on clear language available in 

eOppiva - eOppiva is a digital learning platform for 
government.

Katju Holkeri7.11.2023



PARTICIPATION

All of those interested have a 
possibility to 

participate in preparatory work and 
development. 

Government is responsive to new 
ideas, requirements and needs. 

National dialogues & Annual Events 
• The day of the Elderly Citizens 

Councils 
• The day of Children’s Rights 
• The day for the Councils for People 

with Disabilities 

Local level
• E.g. participatory budgeting in 

neighbourhoods and schools in several 
cities  allocated human resources for 
supporting participation

Concrete actions

Katju Holkeri & Venla Bernelius7.11.2023
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Tommi Laitio: Convivência

Harmony: working only with those that agree 
with you or trust you leads by definition to 
exclusion and limits the imagination of the 
possible.

Open Conflict: fighting that consumes all 
energy and prevents from moving towards 
pragmatic solutions.

Convivência: Shared life with others as 
constant practice, effort, negotiation and joint 
achievement, while recognizing friction.

See for instance
Barker et al. 2019; Illich 1974; Maununaho 2021; Páramo 2013; Páramo et al. 2019; 

Rishbeth & Rogaly 2018; Sennett 2012; Wise & Noble 2016

“Too much friction leads to undemocratic 
dominance or open conflict. But striving 
for harmony is as risky. Harmony is usually 
achieved at the cost of exclusion. We see 
convivencia as a tactical strategy to build 
our confidence and resilience to engage in 
public life.“

Tommi Laitio & Sebastián Cortesi 2023
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Convivência: 
Navigating
paradoxes

• Mindset in responsible, open government
is often tuned to serving everyone in the
best possible way, in the hopes of 
creating optimized harmonies and 
measuring success or failure against that
idea (e.g. no conflict in urban planning)

• However, expecting discord leaves space
for better processes and inclusion: 
holding tunes through discord (expecting
friction) and letting people know that you
do not need to be ”the right kind” to 
participate
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Rather than ”solving this problem” –
mindset, in a diverse society, the new
vision for local government 2035 may be
”navigating paradoxes” into the future?
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Thank you!




