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Chapter 10

Experience of a Preventive Experiment:
Spatial Social Mixing in Post-World
War II Housing Estates in Helsinki,
Finland
Mari Vaattovaara, Anssi Joutsiniemi, Matti Kortteinen,
Mats Stjernberg and Teemu Kemppainen

Abstract The contingent of large housing estates built in the 1960s and 1970s
accounts for almost a half of all high-rises in Finland. The primary ideology in their
genesis was to combine industrially prefabricated urban housing development with
the surrounding forest landscape—together with a policy of spatial social mixing—
to prevent social disorder and segregation. These policies seemed to work as
intended until the early 1990s, but have since proved to be insufﬁcient. With
Western integration and new information and communication-based economic
growth, new trends of population differentiation have emerged. As new wealth has
moved out to the fringes of cities, the large housing estates have declined
socio-economically—and have been enriched ethnically. This differentiation is
structurally produced, works through the regional housing market and, as such, is
beyond the scope of the preventive policies pursued. Recent attempts at controlling
the regional markets and new forms of spatial social mixing have so far proved
difﬁcult.
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10.1







Introduction

The birth of large housing estates in Finland is intrinsically linked to the late and
sudden urbanisation of the country. In as late as 1948, over 50% of the workforce
earned their living from the agriculture and forestry industry, but by 1975, this
group had decreased by over 700,000, to about 1,000,000 individuals. Hundreds of
thousands migrated—from rural areas in Northern and Eastern Finland—to urban
centres in the south, and many also migrated to Sweden. Between 1955 and 1975,
about 900,000 new apartments were built, mainly in large high-rises constructed on
the outskirts of cities (Hankonen 1994).
Compared to the situation in the rest of Europe, the shift in Finland to urban
economic and regional structures emerged particularly late and was both exceptionally sudden and extensive. The national urban and social policies related to this
change had several distinctive characteristics, as do the public structures through
which the changes were managed, factors which are clearly reflected in their
resultant urban structures.

10.2

Planning and Construction

Compared to many other countries, municipalities in Finland enjoy an exceptionally
large degree of autonomy. The reasons for this are largely historical: the strong and
independent peasantry was the main social and political agent in the early twentieth
century, and municipal self-determination was inserted into the constitution for this
reason. As a result, municipalities in Finland have an autonomous right to levy
taxes (i.e. they have their own revenue base) and signiﬁcant legal obligations to
provide social, healthcare and educational services for their residents. The
decision-makers are chosen in local elections. Residential planning, too, is controlled by the municipalities and since 1932 they have had a monopoly over all
aspects of planning, giving them the sole right to dictate all land use, including
privately owned land (Puustinen 2006).
In the post-war Finland of the 1950s architect-led discourse dominated in
community planning, and since 1999 there has even been a national register of
qualiﬁed planners (Puustinen 2006). Architects following this national tradition see
themselves as pursuing a ‘common good’, ﬁghting against the private interests that
prevail in the market. This concept has varied somewhat over time, and in the 1960s

10

Experience of a Preventive Experiment: Spatial Social Mixing …

217

and 1970s, planning discourse was dominated by a particular sociopolitical perspective: ‘Common good was now about “equal good for everyone”’ (Puustinen
2006, p. 168). Also, the new goal of planning was to reduce social inequality.
Through this, the urban policies pursued were a part of a larger political project that
ended in the construction of the Finnish version of a Nordic Welfare State.
Ever since the ﬁrst national Planning Act (Asemakaavalaki) of 1931, all planning activity in Finland has been considered municipal activity, with the exclusion
of private planning. Initially, this pertained only to urban agglomerations but was
later extended to cover all land use. This has also given Finnish planning a speciﬁc
focus on the ‘common good’ and the public sector as a whole.
The Building Act of 1959 obligated municipalities to build infrastructure. The
massive migration and related growth had created an immense ﬁnancial burden on
municipalities, in a country that was still, by European standards, rather poor. The
structure of the public sector together with the national legislation presented above
created a situation that had a profound influence on the urban structures thus
ensuing.
Municipalities could only meet the challenge they faced through allying with
private construction companies in a quite peculiar way. The solution was called
‘neighbourhood construction procedure’ The municipality agreed to allocate a
speciﬁc piece of land for the construction of a certain amount of floor space, and the
property developer agreed to pay for the right to build and sell houses on it. At the
same time, the developer also agreed to construct and pay for the municipal
infrastructure needed for the area.
The ﬁnancial logic from the perspective of the municipality was simple: the
more floor space the municipality designated to be constructed on a given piece of
land, the more money it could ask for it from the developer. The cheaper the land
originally, the greater was the increase in its value. This gave the municipalities a
chance to proﬁt from planning, thanks to the monopoly they enjoyed; the most
cost-effective projects were achieved by having a lot of floor space built on inexpensive and remote land in order to maximise the increase in its value. On the
private side, the appeal of the deal lay obviously in the allocated floor space that
could be sold. It was therefore easy to reach a compromise: the greater the floor
space the municipality designated for a given site, the higher the price asked for it,
as the construction company would have more floor space to sell.
This resulted in a peculiar urban structure, typical in the Helsinki Region but also
in other major cities in Finland: The proportion of large housing estates built in the
1960s and 1970s is notably high (Fig. 10.1), compared to any other housing type.
Furthermore, the large high-rise suburbs tend to be scattered here and there—in the
middle of forests and ﬁelds that isolate them from the existing urban fabric
(Fig. 10.5).
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Fig. 10.1 Number and type of dwellings constructed by decade in Finland. Source Statistics
Finland 2017

10.3

National Interpretations of Planning Ideologies

Tapiola Garden City, established in 1951, served as the model for Finnish new town
development. The central ideology was to combine industrially prefabricated urban
housing development with the surrounding forest landscape, a concept that quickly
acquired international reputation and still serves as an iconic example of Finnish
urban planning. The concept became somewhat more streamlined and brutal during
the main construction period of suburban fringe in the 1960s and 1970s, although
the social ideology survived for a surprisingly long time (the idea of a public library
in every suburb, for example) (Fig. 10.2).
It is common in Finnish textbooks to claim that this national style of decentralisation was carried out in accordance with the so-called ‘neighbourhood
scheme’, usually attributed to Clarence Perry and Clarence Stein (Perry 1929; Stein
1942). The original neighbourhood ideology of Perry and Stein was, however,
adopted in a very piecemeal manner and was merged with national policies concerning main roads and arterial roads. This dominant model of road building was
taken from the parkway typology of the USA, where the road was surrounded by
unbuilt nature (Meurman 1947). Although the roadside landscape hardly meets the
criteria of what we traditionally mean by a park, it became a success as it also
provided a means to reduce the number of road intersections, thus supporting the
two grand ideals of trafﬁc planning—trafﬁc separation and free trafﬁc flow.
This amalgamation is best seen in the iconic ‘Neighbourhood Unit Plan’ (below
on the left) and the ‘Plan of a Decentralised Town’ (below on the right) by Prof.
Olli Kivinen in his Hämeenlinna town plan (Kivinen 1959, pp. 19–20) (Fig. 10.3).
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Fig. 10.2 Concept for a planned neighbourhood (after Perry 1929)

It is not difﬁcult, however, to see differences between the original sources and
the Finnish ‘lung model’, as it was later called. The transportation network was
created following a strict hierarchical tree pattern, which divided activities into
separate ﬁxed-sized units with minimal interaction outside the neighbourhood units.
In Perry’s scheme, the shopping facilities are located along the main arteries for
optimal accessibility. The schematic representation by Perry is misleading and led
to oversimpliﬁed solutions—a mistake that became obvious later when new layers
of commercial activities appeared from the 1990s onwards. Closer analysis shows
that Perry’s scheme and its further derivation by Stein are based in built-up areas
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Fig. 10.3 Neighbourhood unit plan (left) and plan of decentralised town (right) by Olli Kivinen

where neighbourhoods seamlessly continue over arterial roads, making the model
flexible for the increase and overlap of multiple centrality needs—hardly the case in
the Finnish implementation. Perry’s model was a part of the continuous urban fabric
of New York, while the Finnish model deliberately separates the housing units from
the large urban whole.
A new layer of commercial activities also came into being on the suburban
fringe from the 1980s onwards. This new logic of large-scale shopping centres and
municipal level sub-centre development did not follow the logic of earlier suburban
neighbourhoods but built new indoor shopping centres in-between the existing
scattered suburban fabric. In the following images, it is easy to recognise how
smaller suburban sub-centres were reconnected with new larger shopping centres.
The new locations are mainly those with excellent access for private cars and a
concentration of public transport routes. This also led to the decline of the original
commercial centres of older suburbs, now mainly hosting local pubs, small shops
and occasional one-person companies (Figs. 10.4 and 10.5).
Nevertheless, it must be appreciated that the housing policy in Helsinki also had
a socio-political dimension, at the core of which was the idea of spatial social
mixing. Its historical starting point was the Siilitie riot of 1961, in which young
people from a large area of rented housing started to riot and to ﬁght with police
(see Schulman 2000). The incident resulted in an emergency meeting of the
Helsinki city administration. The solution was to scatter municipal rental housing
amongst other types of housing, thereby preventing the formation of large areas
with primarily rented flats. With one exception, the policy has been consistently
pursued since then.
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Fig. 10.4 Reconﬁguration of neighbourhood-level shopping activity in Matinkylä, Myyrmäki and
Leppävaara sub-centres in greater Helsinki region. (Joutsiniemi 2006, p. 45)

Spatial social mixing was initially practised at the residential block level, i.e.
using blocks as the units to be mixed. This led large rented housing units, the size of
relatively massive blocks, to clearly separate from the rest of the neighbourhood
and with hundreds of residents. The policy was revised in the mid-1970s when the
decision was made to use buildings instead of blocks as the units for mixing. Since
the 1970s, the policy has been to construct blocks with architecturally identical
buildings but with many types of tenure. In one particular case (Ruoholahti in the
1990s), tenure mixing was extended inside the buildings. The political argumentation changed, too: since the 1960s, there has been no more talk of social order
(cf. the case of Siilitie), but rather of equality—the aim being to produce an urban
structure in which everyone lives together in the same reality.
This policy of mixing was implemented strictly and consistently in projects in
Helsinki and, in the 1970s, it spread to the adjacent towns of Espoo and Vantaa,
covering the whole of the metropolitan area.
This caused the Helsinki Region to become quite exceptional by international
standards, not only spatially but also socio-economically. As late as in the late
1980s and early 1990s, differences in income between sub-districts were small (the
relationship of incomes in the richest and the poorest sub-districts was the same in
1994 as it had been in 1980). This was also the case with regard to unemployment
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Fig. 10.5 Locations of 1960s and 1970s housing estates in Helsinki

(in 1989, the lowest unemployment rate was 0.1% and the highest 2.1%)
(Vaattovaara and Kortteinen 2003). In addition, the areas built after 1960 are each
internally heterogeneous, i.e. each has its own so-called ‘social apartment base’, at
the level of either blocks or buildings, scattered inside the area. The outcome of
these factors was an urban structure that is, to the best of our knowledge, unlike any
other in the world, with deprivation spread across the region in a mosaic-like pattern
(Vaattovaara 1998).
As Finland opened up more towards the West in the early 1990s, and the USSR
collapsed, the country was hit by the deepest depression among the OECD countries. This quickly had a profound effect on urban development: unemployment
quickly reached exceptionally high levels (with about one-third of the workforce
being unemployed in some sub-districts of Helsinki). The depression was followed
by a strong information and communication-based upswing, based around Nokia,
which started in 1994. Through this, the demand for labour moved towards professions requiring a high level of education, while the demand for unskilled labour
diminished drastically (see Vaattovaara and Kortteinen 2003). This gives an
opportunity to study how spatial social mixing, designed to be preemptive, works
under conditions of rapid socio-economic and also ethnic differentiation.

10

Experience of a Preventive Experiment: Spatial Social Mixing …

10.4

223

Socio-Economic and Demographic Change Since
the Early 1990s

The information and communication-based economic growth that had begun in
1994 gave rise to a growing multi-municipal metropolis in the Helsinki Region. The
commuting area grew fast to extend ﬁrst to the neighbouring communities of Espoo
and Vantaa and later also the so-called ‘ring municipalities’: 14 municipalities
surrounding the metropolitan area consisting of the three major cities. The result
was a single metropolitan district consisting of nearly 20 different municipalities.
All municipalities independently control the planning and construction within
their region. However, in a multi-municipal commuting area inter-municipal
competition emerges, not only of ﬁrms but also of residents. This is based on the
structure of public governance in Finland, in which a municipal economy is based
on municipal tax revenue, the majority of which comes from the salaries of
wage-earners. As the municipalities are responsible for the provision of public
services to their residents, and the subsequent expenses are largely towards services
in social welfare and health, this setting creates the basis of municipal competition
for the working, tax-paying population that produces more public revenue than it
spends. The rapid ageing of the population adds speciﬁc intensity to this
competition.
Helsinki has predominantly produced dense, high-rise and mixed urban constructions, mainly large housing estates, along the main railway lines. Both social
and ecological considerations have are at play in this—it is a way to combine
affordable housing and sustainable development. As the neighbouring, traditionally
rural, municipalities have relied more on the production of detached housing, the
quality of housing supply varies across municipalities.
The new information and communication-based growth of the 1990s led to
signiﬁcant growth of wealth in the region. This, together with an overall downward
trend in the real price of housing relative to real wages (see Lönnqvist and
Vaattovaara 2004), resulted in a situation in which people (especially the wealthier
ones) could afford bigger and/or better housing. All surveys regarding housing
demand show that this results in the growth of demand for detached housing,
preferably in peaceful settings close to nature (Vaattovaara and Kortteinen 2003).
As a result, new spatial differentiation has emerged, with two distinct facets: new
wealth moves out to the growing belt of detached housing surrounding the previously built large estates, and these, at the same time, start to decline
socio-economically, and their ethnic diversity starts to grow.
As a starting point, there is the dispersed, mosaic-like structure based on the
policies of mixing. A spatial description based on small GIS units, the size of a
block (250 by 250 m) is the most suitable basis to describe the spatial structure (see
Fig. 10.6). The attached maps (Figs. 10.6, 10.7 and 10.8) show the GIS squares that
are in the lowest quintile in education, employment and income in 1990, 2000 and
2010. Both the number and size of these pockets of poverty have grown, and new
ones have emerged in the immediate vicinity of the old ones. As development has
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continued over the last 20 years, larger spatial units have formed, predominantly in
the eastern part of Helsinki.
The development has affected the relative position of the large housing estates in
the region, especially that of housing estates built in the 1960s and 1970s (see
Table 10.1). In 1990, most suburban housing estates were largely similar to their
wider subregion in terms of unemployment and level of income, in Finland as a
whole and within the Helsinki Region. In terms of education, however, housing
estates, already had a lower proportion of people with tertiary education. As the
demand for labour turned towards professions requiring tertiary education, a clear
downward socio-economic trend appeared. In 2010, housing estates were also in a
weaker socio-economic position in terms of unemployment rate and income. In
other words, the large housing estates in the region started their socio-economic
decline in the early 1990s, and not before.
The median unemployment rate among the 48 housing estates increased from
1.8 to 12.5% between 1990 and 2013, while unemployment in the whole of
Helsinki grew from 2.0 to 10.0%. The most signiﬁcant changes in unemployment
occurred during the 1990s in the aftermath of the recession, but unemployment
peaked again between 2010 and 2013 during a new economic downturn. The same
trend applied to levels of income and education, and to the ageing of the population:
all these features have developed unfavourably, especially on the large housing
estates.

Fig. 10.6 Distribution of the lowest spatial quintile units (measuring education, employment and
income), 1990
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Fig. 10.7 Distribution of the lowest spatial quintile units (measuring education, employment and
income), 2000

These 48 estates had a total population of 115,090 in 2014, meaning that
approximately 19% of the total population in Helsinki lived in these speciﬁc estates
(Table 10.2). In 1990, 124,823 people lived in these housing estates that formed
around 25% of the city’s population. These housing estates are quite heterogeneous
in terms of their internal characteristics. Figure 10.2 shows that there are noticeable
differences in their overall size, illustrated by substantial variation in population size
and the number of dwellings. For instance, whereas the median population size in
these estates in 2014 was 1,306, eight estates had populations greater than 5,000,
and 11 estates had populations lower than 500. There are also clear differences in
terms of housing tenure, which is exempliﬁed by the fact that some estates were
clearly dominated by renter-occupied housing (over 80% in three estates), whereas
others had substantial proportions of owner-occupied housing (over 60% in nine
estates) (Figs. 10.9 and 10.10).
It further seems that the unfavourable development of the large housing estates is
closely related to housing tenure—despite the continuation of policies of spatial
social mixing. In Table 10.2, housing estates have been divided into quartiles
according to the proportion of socially rented housing on each estate. Housing
estates with above-average numbers of socially rented housing are
socio-economically the most disadvantaged. The same correlation is also true with
the level of immigrant population. Generally speaking, estates with high proportions of socially rented housing have substantially higher numbers of residents with
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Fig. 10.8 Distribution of the lowest spatial quintile units (measuring education, employment and
income), 2010

a language other than Finnish or Swedish as their ﬁrst language, indicating that
people with immigrant backgrounds have often settled where social housing is
common (Table 10.3).
A separate analysis on the development of the estates illustrates signiﬁcant
changes both in unemployment and in the proportion of ethnic minorities between
1990 and 2013. Initially, both unemployment and immigrant population were
virtually non-existent, but in both cases, the differentiation amongst the estates has
become increased substantially. The development has concentrated on the estates
with larger than average proportions of social rental housing, especially on the
eastern parts of Helsinki and along the main railway line to the north—in other
words, into the areas that originally had lower than average levels of education and
income.
In summation, it seems that the major shift in the demand for labour has produced a socio-economic decline in populations with lower than average levels of
education and that this decline has spatially affected the large housing estates in
which these populations originally settled. These are the estates farthest from the
centre, in the northeast and east of Helsinki. The immigrant population tends to
concentrate speciﬁcally in these areas.

Total population
Number of households
Age composition
Age 0–17 (%)
Age 18–29 (%)
Age 30–49 (%)
Age 50–64 (%)
Age 65 (%)
Size of households
One person (%)
Two persons (%)
Three persons (%)
Four persons or more (%)
Population by ﬁrst language
Finnish (%)
Swedish (%)
Other (%)
Level of educationa
Only basic level education (%)
Tertiary education (%)

1,240
716
15.9
15.1
27.8
20.4
18.3
48.8
30.6
10.4
9.2
88.1
4.8
5.2
38.6
12.4

1,328
698

17.3
17.3
31.7
17.6
14.6

39.4
31.8
14.3
12.7

92.7
5.6
1.3

48.0
9.9

34.6
18.9

81.8
3.8
10.6

51.9
29.7
9.7
8.6

15.3
16.9
26.3
19.9
19.7

1,331
755

Housing estates (n = 48)
1990
2000
2010

33.0**
21.5**

80.4*
3.5*
14.1*

51.8**
29.5**
9.4**
8.9**

15.8***
16.4***
26.7***
18.5***
20.6***

1,306***
748**

2012* 2013** 2014***

41.2
15.8

90.7
7.7
1.6

43.9
30.5
13.1
12.5

17.7
19.6
32.9
15.5
14.4

492,400
240,550

31.4
20.5

87.9
6.5
5.6

47.4
30.2
11.1
11.3

17.9
19.1
31.3
18.3
13.4

555,474
277,647

26.0
29.1

83.2
6.0
10.8

49.0
30.6
10.2
10.2

16.5
19.8
29.6
19.2
15.0

588,549
303,982

The whole of Helsinki
1990
2000
2010

24.2**
31.8**

81.9*
5.9*
12.2*

48.4**
30.8**
10.4**
10.4**

16.4***
19.4***
29.7***
18.1***
16.4***

620,715***
318,225***

(continued)

2012* 2013** 2014***

Table 10.1 Population characteristics of housing estate residents in the 1960s and 1970s compared to Helsinki (table shows median values among the 48
estates compared to the city overall)
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Housing estates (n = 48)
1990
2000
2010
2012* 2013** 2014***

The whole of Helsinki
1990
2000
2010

2012* 2013** 2014***

Income level
Low income (%)
11.4
13.4
18.4
18.3**
12.1
15.2
18.2
18.5**
High income (%)
26.4
22.2
19.4
17.7**
31.3
31.3
29.3
28.6**
Unemploymentc
Unemployment rate (%)
1.8
9.3
9.7
12.5**
2.0
8.3
7.8
10.0**
a
Level of education among people aged 18 and over. (People with only basic level education have at most nine years of education, with leaving certiﬁcates
from primary schools, middle schools and comprehensive schools. People with higher education have either lower or higher level tertiary education.)
b
Low income includes people who belong to income deciles 1–2 (a maximum annual income of €6,039 in 1990, €7,307 in 2000, €10,879 in 2010, and
€12,145 in 2013). High income includes people who belong to income deciles 9–10 (a minimum annual income of €20,431 in 1990, €27,061 in 2000,
€27,892 in 2010, and €30,391
c
Statistics for 1990, 2000 and 2010 show the unemployment rate in the age group 18–74. Statistics for 2013 show the unemployment rate in the age group 15–
64. (Although unemployment ﬁgures from 2013 include a slightly different age group compared to the older data, this does not any have any practical
signiﬁcance. In 2013, there were only 509 persons who were unemployed in the age group 15–17 in the whole of Finland and not a single person unemployed
in the age group 65 and over.)
Source Housing estate data aggregated from the Grid Database (1990, 2000, 2010, 2012, 2015) and YKR (1990, 2000, 2010); Statistics for Finland derived
from Statistics Finland’s StatFin database 2016)

b

Table 10.1 (continued)
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Table 10.2 Total population and share of population in Helsinki’s 1960s and 1970s housing
estates in 1990, 2000, 2010 and 2014

Total
Total
Total
Total

population
population
population
population

1990
2000
2010
2014

Housing estates (n = 48)

Helsinki

Share of Helsinki’s
population in housing
estates (%)

124,823
114,944
112,494
115,090

492,400
555,474
588,549
620,715

25
21
19
19

Fig. 10.9 Number of inhabitants and dwellings, as well as tenure structure of housing estates in
Helsinki (n = 48) (Numbers inside the graphs show number of housing estates that belong to each
category and median share among all estates)

10.5

Local Social Life in Helsinki Housing Estates

It is worth noting that the decline of the eastern part of the Helsinki metropolitan
area has been gradual and mainly relative in nature. In the conditions caused by the
upswing of the 1990s, unemployment diminished, and incomes still grew in the
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Fig. 10.10 Ethnic and socio-economic structure of housing estates in Helsinki (n = 48) (Values
inside the ﬁgures show number of housing estates that belong to each category and median shares
among all estates as well as the respective share for the whole city)

east, only the pace of the upswing was somewhat slower than elsewhere.
Undeniable impoverishment, however, has also emerged. As a spatial phenomenon,
long-term unemployment did not exist in housing estates before the 1990s. The
number of long-term unemployed in the research area was 1,400, comprising 0.2%

723

Number of
households

18.4

33.2

18.0

15.5

Age 30–49 (%)

Age 50–64 (%)

Age 65 (%)

39.0

32.2

12.7

13.6

One person (%)

Two persons (%)

Three persons
(%)

Four persons or
more (%)

Size of households

17.8

Age 0–17 (%)

Age 18–29 (%)

Age composition

1
482

Total population

9.6

9.8

30.0

49.1

18.1

20.8

28.6

13.4

14.4

731

1
380

9.0

9.1

30.1

51.7

20.7

20.5

27.9

13.8

15.0

742

1
330

8.8**

8.9**

30.9**

52.3**

24.8***

18.2***

25.51***

14.7***

14.6***

746**

1 344***

2012*
2013**
2014***

12.1

13.7

31.7

43.4

13.0

17.1

34.4

19.4

16.5

1
043

2
059

8.2

8.9

31.6

51.6

17.4

21.6

28.9

16.5

14.3

1
076

1
855

2000

7.2

8.4

29.1

55.9

19.0

22.0

27.0

16.1

13.0%

1 278

2 194

2010

7.4**

8.8**

29.6**

54.9**

20.3***

19.1***

27.8***

16.7***

13.5***

1 375**

2 452***

2012*
2013**
2014***

1990

2010

1990

2000

Housing estates, with second lowest
share of social rented housing (0.009–
0.164)

Housing estates, with lowest share of
social rented housing (0.000–0.004)

12.0

15.3

33.5

37.5

15.7

19.8

28.3

18.5

16.4

937

1 988

1990

9.4

11.8

32.4

45.6

21.3

19.4

27.1

15.8

16.4

971

1 873

2000

8.6

9.9

30.0

50.8

21.5

19.3

26.5

19.1

15.2

976

1 814

2010

8.2**

9.9**

29.8**

51.3**

21.9***

18.2***

26.7***

17.2***

16.1***

992*

1 787**

2012*
2013**
2014***

Housing estates, with second highest
share of s-ocial rented housing (0.177–
0.424)

17.6

18.3

28.6

32.4

9.7

17.5

31.3

15.3

22.2

306

680

1990

13.4

14.6

30.0

41.1

14.5

19.3

27.9

14.8

21.2

285

641

2000

12.1

12.4

28.9

46.7

14.7

20.1

25.1

17.9

20.7

283

660

2010

(continued)

10.5**

11.6**

27.3**

47.7**

16.5***

18.7***

26.8***

16.4***

19.7***

294*

666**

2012*
2013**
2014***

Housing estates, with highest share of
social rented housing (0.428–1.000)

Table 10.3 Population characteristics of various types of housing estates built in the 1960s and 1970s (classiﬁed into four equally sized quartiles of 12
according to the share of social rented housing)
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1.7

Other (%)

19.3

Tertiary
education (%)

Unemployment
rate (%)

1.5

High income (%)

Unemploymentc

10.5

36.6

Low income (%)

Income levelb

35.1

Only basic level
education (%)

6.4

34.2

11.4

23.6

28.6

3.8

8.6

86.4

5.8

28.9

14.5

31.3

25.7

6.2

8.9

83.4

7.6**

27.3**

16.3**

33.6**

22.7**

7.1*

7.5*

82.2*

1.3

32.4

10.2

15.8

41.9

1.4

6.6

92.3

7.8

27.0

11.1

19.0

34.9

4.3

5.7

89.5

2000

7.0

24.4

15.7

25.7

29.0

9.4

4.8

85.7

2010

10.1**

22.2**

16.6**

27.9**

26.8**

11.4*

5.1*

83.5*

2012*
2013**
2014***

2.2

23.0

12.4

8.2

50.8

1.2

5.7

92.9

1990

10.9

17.1

15.8

9.7

42.3

6.6

4.2

88.3

2000

11.4

15.2

20.8

16.5

37.6

15.7

3.6

79.8

2010

15**

13.4**

20.6**

18.8**

35.3**

18.8*

3.4*

76.7*

2012*
2013**
2014***

Housing estates, with second highest
share of s-ocial rented housing (0.177–
0.424)

2.3

24.1

12.8

7.1

59.0

1.1

4.0

94.9

1990

13.0

20.0

18.1

10.9

47.2

8.8

3.2

86.5

2000

12.3

16.5

22.0

15.8

39.3

16.4

3.0

80.6

2010

15.2**

14.9**

19.3**

19**

38.1**

17.9*

2.9*

79.3*

2012*
2013**
2014***

Housing estates, with highest share of
social rented housing (0.428–1.000)

Level of education among people aged 18 and over. (People with only basic level education have at most nine years of education, with leaving certiﬁcates from primary schools, middle schools
and comprehensive schools. People with higher education have either lower or higher level tertiary education.)
b
Low income includes people who belong to income deciles 1–2 (a maximum annual income of €6,039 in 1990, €7,307 in 2000, €10,879 in 2010, and €12,145 in 2013). High income includes
people who belong to income deciles 9–10 (a minimum annual income of €20,431 in 1990, €27,061 in 2000, €27,892 in 2010, and €30,391 in 2013)
c
Statistics for 1990, 2000 and 2010 show the unemployment rate in the age group 18–74. Statistics for 2013 show the unemployment rate in the age group 15–64. (Although unemployment
ﬁgures from 2013 include a slightly different age group compared to the older data, this does not any have any practical signiﬁcance. In 2013, there were only 509 persons who were
unemployed in the age group 15–17 in the whole of Finland and not a single person unemployed in the age group 65 and over.)
Data sources: Housing estate data aggregated from the Grid Database (1990, 2000, 2010, 2012, 2015) and YKR (1990, 2000, 2010). Statistics for Finland derived from Statistics Finland’s
StatFin database 2016)

a

8.9

Level of educationa

88.1

Swedish (%)

Population by ﬁrst language

Finnish (%)

2012*
2013**
2014***

1990

2010

1990

2000

Housing estates, with second lowest
share of social rented housing (0.009–
0.164)

Housing estates, with lowest share of
social rented housing (0.000–0.004)

Table 10.3 (continued)
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of the population of housing estates. In August 2010, the unemployment rate in
Helsinki was 8.6%, 26,983 people, of whom 5,149 were long-term unemployed.
More striking, however, is the growing differentiation of this phenomenon within
the city.
A statistical study on developments within social rental housing in Helsinki
shows that during the economic upswing in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the
employment rate rose until 2002, after which it has plateaued at around 52–55%.
Therefore, in a signiﬁcant part of social rental housing in Helsinki, the majority of
people of working age—excluding students—do not work but live on social beneﬁts of some kind. A separate study was conducted on a high-rise suburb with a
preponderance of rented housing, on the outer fringes of the metropolitan region
(the suburb of Peltosaari, in the town of Riihimäki, about 100 km north of
Helsinki). It showed that about 50% of the population of working age was either
long-term unemployed or living on disability pensions of some kind.
Taking the proportion of residents over 65 (15–25% on average, depending on
the socio-economic level of the estate) into further account, going to work is, at
present, not the default way of life in major sections of large high-rise estates in
Helsinki. This makes local social life on the estates particularly signiﬁcant, and the
composition and community life of the different groups within the daytime population gains in importance.
A survey of the housing satisfaction of residents in the Helsinki region
(Kortteinen et al. 2001, 2005) shows how feelings of insecurity and unrest have
grown within the dense high-rise areas, and how these feelings co-vary with a wish
to move away. A survey of those who prefer the detached suburban belt showed
that the people who opt out of mixed high-rise surroundings do so in search of
greater social and material homogeneity.
In 2012 a study was conducted which—for the ﬁrst time in the history of the
region—seemed to show that a part of the middle class was moving out of the large
housing estates (Vilkama et al. 2013). The foremost local reasons for this exodus
were the social conditions of life, regarded as unsafe and/or not suitable for children. In another study, we likewise found that the major causal factor producing a
willingness to move away was local social disorder and feelings of insecurity
(Kortteinen et al. 2001).
In 2012, we conducted a large-scale survey in the Helsinki Region, with a gross
sample size of 27,000 and a response rate of 36%. As the data include items on
perceived social disorder, we can use it to infer the role of social housing as a
determinant of local social life (see also Kemppainen 2017; Kemppainen and
Kortteinen forthcoming).
Perceived social disorder was measured using six items to gauge how much the
respondent had observed antisocial behaviours in the residential area; the items
measured were littering or vandalism, public drunkenness, disruptive neighbours,
drug abuse or trafﬁcking, trouble-making or threatening behaviour and thefts or
malicious damage. The response options ranged from never to very often.
Figure 10.11 presents the unadjusted levels of a factor score variable on perceived
social disorder according to the share of social housing (in quartiles). In the ﬁrst
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Fig. 10.11 Perceived social
disorder by share of social
housing (quartiles); means of
factor score variable with
cluster-robust 95% conﬁdence
intervals

quartile—with practically no social housing—the extent of social disorder is lowest
and increases linearly with increasing social housing.
Next, we ran a multilevel model of perceived social disorder with standard
controls at both levels. We had to combine the variable on social housing with
socio-economic and ethnic indicators due to their high correlations. The predictive
power of this latent disadvantage variable—also including social housing—remains
signiﬁcant in the fully adjusted model. Thus, we can say that the multidimensional
disadvantage of the estate—covering not only education, income and unemployment, but also ethnic heterogeneity and social housing—strongly differentiates
those estates that are socially peaceful from those which are not. There is also a
suggestion that this structural dimension matters in terms of local social interaction,
but this topic needs more attention in the future.
Another interpretation also emerges: the small housing companies (a single
house or block of houses, on average) are institutions through which the owners try
to preserve and uphold the value of their greatest single asset, their dwelling. There
are strong and straightforward interests that unite owners in a joint effort to achieve
local social control in their houses and housing surroundings.
A separate study was conducted on the Facebook groups of the different housing
areas in Helsinki. It found that the discussions among the residents of the more
prosperous areas were dominated by issues having to do with social disorder and
maintaining order. In the poorer housing areas (in which the problems of social
disorder are most common) discussions were, surprisingly enough, linked more
with swapping, sharing, recycling and cohesion (Autio 2017). Taken together,
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we propose the general hypothesis of a qualitative difference in community life in
different housing types, also in the large housing estates, but this is a question that
clearly demands further elaboration and research.

10.6

Conclusion

We started from the notion that, from an international perspective, Helsinki (and the
cities of Espoo and Vantaa) has been an interesting exception in urban policy,
especially concerning the development of large housing estates. An attempt has
been made to use spatial social mixing (through the mixing of different tenure
types) as a universal preventive policy against social disorder and segregation. Our
empirical analysis seems to show that the results are mixed, or rather, that it yielded
two outcomes: preventive policies seem to work as intended but, despite this, they
have not been able to prevent the emergence of segregation.
Analysis of the structural development of the region gives a clear indication as to
the inadequacy of the policy; attempts have been made to prevent the social drivers
of segregation but, at the same time, the structural drivers have been ignored. As the
structure of the public sector is based on the exceptionally strong position of the
separate municipalities, problems emerge during a period of marked regional
growth, as municipalities have an interest in competing for the working, tax-paying
population. The municipalities on the fringes have had an advantage in this competition because of their capability to plan the predominantly detached, non-mixed
housing stock, valued by the new middle classes (Vaattovaara and Kortteinen
2003). As the new wealth has moved away to the fringes, the large housing estates
have declined socio-economically, and have been enriched ethnically. This differentiation is structurally produced and, as such, beyond the scope of the preventive
policies pursued.
The results seem dire: although from the socio-economic perspective the spatial
structure of the region is characterised by its mosaic-like pattern (based on social
mixing), spatial development of deprivation is characterised by spatial concentrations, i.e. the forming of larger spatial clusters and their spatial expansion. The core
areas of deprivation in the region seem to be concentrated in Helsinki and, more
speciﬁcally, in and around the large housing estates in the eastern districts of
Helsinki. This urban macrostructure was born during the 1990s and has prevailed
and slowly intensiﬁed ever since. It would, therefore, seem that the effectiveness of
the policy of spatial social mixing in the region has progressively fallen.
Two phases can be distinguished in this development. Urban differentiation in
Helsinki started with a drastic structural change: with a major economic depression
and the subsequent upswing, the demand for labour changed and the spatial result
was seen in the socio-economic decline of the eastern sub-district of Helsinki. If the
interpretation of the second phase in the development holds true, it has
socio-political signiﬁcance. While, given the Finnish system of governance, the
housing market supply can be guided by public administration, drivers of demand
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are more difﬁcult to control. The more heavily housing demand is guided culturally,
the stronger the argument is for new political initiatives.
A plethora of research has added to the picture of the social changes taking place
(Vaattovaara 1998; Vaattovaara and Kortteinen 2003; Rasinkangas 2013) as well as
its ethnic dimension (Vilkama 2011), impact on students’ learning outcomes and
school choices (Bernelius 2013), feelings of insecurity (Kemppainen et al. 2014),
prices of flats (Harjunen et al. 2014) and selective migration (Vilkama et al. 2013).
In all these studies, the large housing estates in decline stand out as speciﬁc
problems, starting in the early 1990s.
In Finland, poverty and social exclusion have traditionally been problems of the
declining, sparsely populated rural areas. This has changed since the early 1990s,
with the new challenges inherent in the rise of new urban poverty, and the growing
ethnic heterogeneity. With our tradition of universal, national strategies in social
policies we end up with a problem: as a nation, we have virtually no ready-made
policies for the new situation. We do not have any tradition of urban or of
metropolitan policies (Vartiainen 1998), and—compared to continental western
Europe—we have very little experience of neighbourhood-speciﬁc initiatives.
Various debates have emerged, and these are reflected in the political initiatives
and policy efforts seen in new urban development. Taken together, the emphasis of
these efforts has shifted from (1) social initiatives linked to local communities, to
(2) attempts at public control of the regional housing markets, to (3) physical
reconstruction of the fringes of the large housing estates (new, low-rise construction
in the green areas surrounding the old high-rise areas).
In the Helsinki Region—and in Finland as a whole—there is a long tradition of
people-oriented initiatives targeting rootlessness, loneliness, alcoholism, antisocial
behaviour and illegal drugs, all based on an assumption of improving local community life as being the basic remedy.
The Finnish Ministry of the Environment has launched speciﬁc suburban policy
programmes for the development of the high-rise suburbs built in the 1960s and
1970s. These programmes began in the 1990s. Big cities and urban regions all have
their own suburban developmental programmes, focused strongly on the large
housing estates. In addition to Helsinki, the Finnish cities of Tampere, Turku,
Jyväskylä and Oulu are involved. The work builds on partnership networks, but—in
accordance with its strategy—there is a continuous search for new ideas and initiatives with the aim of also meeting social needs and problems related to low
employment rates and population ageing. In addition to the above policy programmes, Finland has participated in the EU’s Urban Programme (2000–2006)—
and with URBACT—in several social, partly neighbourhood-speciﬁc policy programmes. These programmes have functioned as an umbrella for many smaller
projects, which have often been created in a decidedly local fashion.
Compared to continental Europe, however, we seem to be latecomers in these
initiatives and prefer to try to ﬁnd and adopt the best practices developed elsewhere.
In addition, it seems that a fundamental part of these initiatives is essentially
oriented towards developing local community life, seeing this as a potential
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remedy. Empirical evidence on the validity of this assumption is yet to be seen, but
work continues.
Every 4 years in Finland the most important aspects of policy are concretised in
the Government Programme of the Prime Minister. This also concerns housing and
metropolitan policies. The attitude of the state towards the growth of the Helsinki
metropolitan area has so far been somewhat negative, trying to contain the growth
rather than to further encourage it. The current government has, however, launched
a Metropolitan Policy Programme to identify solutions to the problems associated
with land use, housing and trafﬁc, social exclusion and to promote business and
internationalisation. Multiculturalism and bilingualism are also promoted. The
current letter-of-intent procedure between central government and the Greater
Helsinki Area, and cooperations based on partnerships with the individual
administrative sectors, will be reinforced and extended: housing production in the
Helsinki region will increase from 12,000 to 13,000 apartments per year.
A characteristic feature in these new partnerships is the ethos and aim of
intervening in the functioning of regional housing markets. This ethos is intertwined with the so-called ‘municipal reform’ by the previous government (which
failed) and the attempt at a regional reform the present government (in dire difﬁculties). One of the aims of these initiatives is to build up bigger, more ﬁnancially
sustainable public units that could better manage regional development. Political
tensions and contradictions abound, both nationally and regionally, and both the
results and forms of implementation are yet to be seen. The main reason for the
continous dispute is the increasing discrepancy with the national ideology of
equality and spatial differentiation of resources combined with municipal
sovereignty. The sovereignty of the municipalities enshrined in the constitution is a
difﬁcult threshold to pass and, in addition, the big cities oppose the idea of a
regional administration ruling over them (Alanen 2004; Vaattovaara and Kortteinen
2003). The battle continues in an ongoing crisis where the position of the
exisiting Government is seriously challenged.
The urban problems of the large housing estates have, consequently, fallen into
the laps of their respective municipalities, which have tried to cope with them as
best they can. The city of Helsinki, for instance, has modestly adjusted its housing
policy: in 1991 the city administration still stated that ‘culturally and ethnically
segregated communities must be avoided’ (Helsinki Immigrant Policy Proposal
1991, p. 50), but in 1999, the aim was being reformulated to housing immigrants
‘as equally as possible’ (Helsinki Integration Policy, 1999, 23, in Vilkama 2006).
No demolitions have so far taken place in the Helsinki Region, excluding one
rental high-rise in 2017 in the most stigmatised large housing estate of the region.
Nationally, however, this is about to emerge as a major future problem.
A signiﬁcant share of the large housing estates built in the 1960s and 1970s has, at
present, a market value that is clearly below the costs of reasonable repair, and, as a
result, the small local housing companies have difﬁculties in procuring loans for
these repairs. No solutions have been presented, except demolition.
The overall situation of the large housing estates in the Helsinki Region is better,
Helsinki being the main area of growth in Finland. Attempts to counteract the
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decline have during the last ten years centred upon the idea of ‘complementary
construction’. Densiﬁcation, support for local services and support for the
socio-economic level of a housing area are all among the objectives of the policy,
the predominant result of which is building low-rise and dense townhouse-type of
housing into the green belt surrounding the old large housing estates. The policy
aims at integrating the previously disintegrated urban fabric and, in social characteristics, resembles the mixing policies pursued in continental western Europe—
trying to redevelop a housing area in decline with new constructions for the middle
classes. This is currently the predominant strategy in the Helsinki Region.
In a study focusing on the effects of this policy (Vilkama et al. 2013), we
compared three different sites of complementary constructions, all adjacent to large
housing estates and all in eastern Helsinki. The results were generally positive but
contained a decidedly negative component. International discussions of the theme
(Uitermark 2003; Van Beckhoven and Van Kempen 2003; Kruythoff 2003;
Kleinhans 2004) seem to attach importance to the assumed social networks that are
to emerge between the new and the old residents—which tend unfortunately to
exhibit rather depressing outcomes. This perspective, however, overlooks the
positive effect of complementary construction on the local services. In this respect,
the results of the complementary construction projects were, according to our data,
quite positive. The differences in the composition of the old and the new residents
were, in our study, not big enough to cause the newcomers to avoid using the local
services, which, as a result, gained new strength. The newcomers did, however,
concentrate their living in their own micro-area within the wider neighbourhood,
with very few links farther aﬁeld. To them, however, this was not a problem, but the
solution: this was how they could create their own speciﬁc neighbourhood which
they could safely control, in which they could settle down and feel well. On the
other hand, this easily leads to the emergence of sharply demarcated,
micro-geographic structures of segregation within the conﬁnes of the neighbourhood, with old and new residents both inhabiting their own areas. When this
happens, one of the main aims of the legacy of the time when housing estates were
built remains unfulﬁlled: in such a setting people do not mix, but live different
realities, with very few links between them. As long as some links remain, and the
local middle classes remain strong, the original objective of social order might,
however, be furthered, even without local social bridging.
Taken as a whole, and compared to western Europe, the Helsinki Region seems
to be a latecomer both to the decline of the large housing estates and in the remedial
policies. There is a strong legacy of urban policies based on spatial social mixing.
However, according to the analysis presented above, the recent decline in the large
housing estates is due to reasons beyond the control of policy: structural changes in
the demand for labour, socio-economic decline and migration have created a
platform for the emergence local social drivers of segregation. In other words, the
policy has proved inefﬁcient and insufﬁcient.
In addition, public discussion around this is quite difﬁcult, partly due to the
strength of the legacy of the time when housing estates were built. Questioning the
traditional deﬁnitions of the common good (such as how, where and for whom the
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policy should be pursued to achieve its objectives), the discussion inevitably turns
into either public moral outrage (to defend the egalitarian ethos) or professional
silence—producing very little or nothing. The monopoly in the planning apparatus
together with the legacy deﬁning the public taboos are obstacles in the search for
new initiatives.
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