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Executive
Summary

Downtown identity shapes how people perceive, experience, and
ultimately value the heart of the city. It influences decisions to
visit, invest, open a business, attend events, work, live nearby, and
build long-term connections to a place.

In London’s downtown, identity is formed through the lived
reality of streets, public spaces, businesses, institutions, culture,
employment, and everyday activity. It is the accumulation of

experience over time.

This paper builds on previous Downtown London working papers
on economy, vibrancy, inclusion and resilience:

Economy reflects how downtown creates opportunity
Vibrancy reflects why people come downtown
Inclusion reflects who feels welcome downtown
Resilience reflects why downtown endures
Identity reflects what makes downtown matter.
A strong downtown identity is not created from scratch. It
already exists, but it is not always consistently expressed,

experienced, or understood.

The strategic opportunity is to better align, amplify, and
consistently deliver the identity that is already present.



Importantly, identity in this context refers to both:
e the identity of London’s downtown as a place, and
¢ the role of Downtown London Business Association in
stewarding, connecting, and amplifying that place identity.

These are related, but not the same. Our downtown identity will
be defined by what we choose to build, protect, and stand for.

The opportunity is to better align, amplify, protect and deliver
the one that already exists. Downtown London’s role as the city’s
primary employment centre is foundational to long-term
downtown vitality. Office workers support restaurants, retail,
transit, services and street-level activity throughout the day. A
strong employment base also reinforces public safety through
consistent presence and activity, supports municipal tax
generation, and strengthens London’s competitiveness in
attracting investment, growth and talent.

Protecting and growing downtown employment density should
remain a key policy priority. Significant office decentralization
weakens daytime activity, reduces economic spin-off benefits,
and undermines the interconnected ecosystem that supports a
healthy downtown.

This paper provides a framework for considering our identity,
and it is also a call for collaboration. Together we can strengthen
downtown’s identity to create a cohesive narrative that reflects
the true downtown experience.



Why
Downtown
ldentity
Matters

Downtown identity is the consistent experience and meaning
people associate with a place over time. It shapes perception,
behaviour, and attachment.

A strong identity:
o Attracts people, investment, and talent
e Strengthens business performance and tourism
e Builds civic pride and belonging (community connection)
e Supports long-term resilience and competitiveness
e Guides planning, investment, and activation

In short, identity turns space into place, and place into value.

London’s downtown is often described as the city’s “calling
card.” This is because downtown functions as a shared civic,
cultural, and economic reference point for the entire community.

Identity shapes how people perceive our downtown and whether
they feel connected to it as a place to belong, spend time, work,
invest, build a business, create, visit, and return.



Under-
standing
Downtown
ldentity

Downtown identity is the lived and perceived reality of the place.

It is shaped by:
e the physical environment
¢ business and institutional activity
e cultural expression
e public realm quality
o storytelling and memory (often presented as nostalgia)
e daily patterns of use

Identity is continuously formed through experience.

Downtown London is the city’s civic, cultural, institutional and
employment heart. Its identity is shaped by the combination of
business activity, public life, arts and culture, education,
entertainment, and everyday urban experience. Downtown’s
strength comes from the concentration and interaction of many
functions within one connected urban environment.



A strong downtown identity means people see downtown as a
place to work, connect, create, invest, learn and participate in
daily city life. It is more than a place to visit.

Place vs. Organization

One of the unique challenges in discussing “identity” in the
context of Downtown London is that the term refers both to the
organization and to London’s downtown as a place. While closely
connected, these are not the same thing.

The identity of the place is shaped collectively by residents,
businesses, property owners, institutions, visitors, and public
policy. The organization plays a role in stewardship, advocacy,
animation, grassroots economic development, and place
management, but does not singularly define identity.

This distinction is important because public expectations,
reputational impacts, and strategic priorities are often directed
toward the organization even when many drivers of identity lie
beyond our direct control.

Effective identity work requires clarity about both roles and how
they interact.

Identity at Multiple Scales

Downtown identity exists at multiple, interconnected scales:

+ the downtown as a whole

e districts and corridors (e.g Richmond Row, Dundas Place,
Market Lane, River District)

e public spaces and destinations (e.g. Victoria Park, Harris Park,
Rotary Square at Covent Garden Market, Golden Jubilee
Square at Canada Life Place)

¢ individual businesses and institutions

e everyday lived experience that people associate with the
area.



Within this system, distinctive areas contribute unique character
while reinforcing the whole.

Examples include:
e as a lifestyle, dining, and entertainment corridor
e as a civic, cultural, and flexible public realm destination
e the emerging River District as a future-oriented waterfront-
connected area focused on livability, public realm evolution,
and long-term reinvestment.

These are not separate brands competing for attention. They are
interconnected identity expressions within a single downtown
ecosystem.

Connected Urban Experiences

London’s downtown functions as a network of experiences rather
than a single destination.

Its identity is shaped by:
e interconnected streets and corridors
* overlapping activity zones
e shifting patterns of use across time
e evolving public realm and development
e cultural and institutional anchors.

The result is an identity ecosystem that transcends a singular,
fixed narrative.



Current Issuce
Implications

London’s downtown has strong foundational identity assets, but they are

Current Issues

Fragmented identity expression
Multiple strong elements exist, but are not always perceived as connected.

Perception gap

Public perception does not always reflect current conditions or improvements.
Perception influences visitation, employer confidence, employee attraction anc
long-term workplace decisions related to downtown.

Event-driven identity
Downtown is often seen as an occasional destination rather than an everyday |

Under-leveraged assets
Arts, culture, institutions, and independent business activity are not always
integrated into a cohesive identity narrative.

Workplace identity gap
Downtown is not consistently perceived as a strong or preferred place to work

Policy alignment needed around major employment uses outside downtown
Site-specific requests to permit large format office growth outside the downtc
erode the employment base.

Inconsistent experience
Variability in cleanliness, activation, and street-level experience affects percep!
reliability.
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Implications

Limits recognition and weakens differentiation.

Reduces confidence and influences decisions to visit, work,
and invest, regardless of actual conditions.

Limits repeat visitation and prevents downtown from becoming
part of regular routines and daily life.

Weakens downtown’s ability to present a clear, differentiated
identity, which limits economic impact, reduces repeat visitation,
and diminishes its appeal as a place to work, visit, and invest.

Limits daytime activity and economic potential, weakening
downtown’s role as a complete and competitive place to work.

Implications for long-term competitiveness, daytime activity,
and the ability to reinforce downtown as London’s primary
employment centre.

Reduces trust and reliability, making it difficult for people to
form a clear and lasting impression of downtown.



Emerging
owntown

ldentity
Irection

London’s downtown identity is increasingly defined by:
e cultural and creative activity
e independent and local business character
o experiential and active public life
¢ inclusive and welcoming spaces
+ a place to work as well as visit

This is an existing identity being made more visible, consistent,
and coherent.

This direction should guide:
¢ messaging
e programming
¢ public realm investment
* worker and employer engagement
e institutional partnerships
« Downtown London’s mission/vision/strategies and priorities
¢ City of London planning and policy alignment, including the
Downtown Plan



Six Identity
Pillars

Downtown identity goes far beyond a logo or tagline. It is
formed through the visible and lived experience of a place,
through the spaces people gather in, the businesses and
institutions they engage with, the culture they encounter, and the
stories they associate with downtown.

Office workers and employers are central to downtown identity.
They shape the daily rhythm of the district, influence perceptions
of safety and vibrancy, and determine whether downtown is seen
as a place to work, not just visit. A strong employment base
reinforces identity by bringing consistent activity, supporting
local businesses, and contributing to a sense of relevance and
purpose. A downtown that is perceived as a desirable place to
work sustains a strong and complete identity.

To guide this work, Downtown London’s identity framework is
organized around five interconnected pillars that shape how
downtown is understood, experienced, and remembered,
supported by the role of employment and office activity as a
cross-cutting influence.



1. Arts, Culture & Entertainment - Creative expression and
cultural programming shape the character and emotional
appeal of downtown. Festivals, galleries, live music, and
performance spaces provide reasons for people to visit,
connect, and return regularly.

2.Public Realm & Placemaking - Streets, parks, squares, and
plazas define the usability, look, feel, and comfort of
downtown. Accessible, safe, and well-designed public spaces
create memorable experiences and contribute to a sense of
pride and belonging.

3.Retail, Hospitality & Services - Shops, cafés, restaurants, and
services bring energy, convenience, and engagement to the
downtown. A diverse mix of offerings ensures that both
visitors and daily users, such as residents and office workers,
see the downtown as functional, appealing, and relevant.

4.Tourism & Visitor Economy - Attractions, events, cultural
programming and hospitality experiences bring new
audiences downtown. Visitors enhance economic vitality
while reinforcing the city’s identity as a regional destination,
creating opportunities for cultural exchange and exposure.
This pillar reflects visitor experience and destination appeal
as well as the overall destination experience that influences
residents and visitors alike.

5.Institutional & Educational Anchors - Universities, colleges,
hospitals, and other major institutions provide stability,
employment and long-term presence. They strengthen the
downtown’s role as a hub of learning, employment, and civic
life.

6.0ffice & Employment Base - Office workers shape daily
rhythm, daytime activity, and economic stability. A strong
employment base embeds consistent use of downtown,
provided employees actively engage with downtown
throughout the day to connect workplace activity to street-
level vibrancy and overall energy. This pillar underpins the
other five pillars.



Office and employment activity are integral to downtown
identity. Workers and employers shape the daily rhythm of the
district, support local businesses, influence perceptions of safety
and vibrancy, and help define downtown as a place to work, visit,
and connect. A strong employment base adds consistent activity,
economic weight, and everyday purpose that make downtown
feel active, relevant, and connected.

Downtown identity is strongest when these 6 pillars are aligned
and mutually reinforcing, rather than experienced in isolation.

IDENTITY

DISTINCT ¢« RECOGNIZABLE « MEANINGFUL

Retail, Hospitality &
Educational Anchors

Services
Tourism & Visitor

Arts, Culture &
Entertainment
Public Realm &
Placemaking
Economy
Institutional &

Office & Employment Base

DOWNTOWN IDENTITY MODEL



Downtown Identity Scorecard

Scale:

5 = Strong, distinctive, and clearly recognized identity driver

4 = Strong, but with gaps or perception challenges
3 = Moderate, present but not fully defining identity

2 = Weak, inconsistent or unclear contribution
1 = Minimal impact on identity

Impact Driver
/ Piller

Arts, Culture &
Entertainment

Public Realm
& Placemaking

Retail,
Hospitality &
Services

Tourism &
Visitor
Economy

Institutional &
Educational
Anchors

Office &
Employment
Base
(Supporting)

Current Status

Vibrant music and arts
scene; UNESCO City of
Music recognition

Recent initiatives improve
usability and perception;
more activation needed

Independent business mix
is strong; perception is
weak

Perception of DTL as
primarily a tourism district
persists; stronger business
integration needed

Educational presence has
declined; more student
focus needed

Office occupancy is
improving; employee
engagement with
businesses is suboptimal

Score
(1-5)

4.5

3.5

3.5

3.0

3.5

3.0

Trend

Strong

Improving

Improving

Stable

Improving

Stable

Overall Identity Score: 3.5/ 5



Key Insights:

1.Strengths: Arts & culture are a differentiator, residential and
office populations provide a stable base, partnerships with
institutions exist.

2.0pportunities: Clarify and communicate downtown’s unigue
identity; link tourism, arts, retail, and office activity; build local
artist support, stronger recognition for local business support.

3.Challenges: Scope creep and perception as primarily a tourism
organization; we need a more focused narrative to unify
stakeholders around the distinct identity of London’s
downtown.

London’s downtown has a credible and emerging identity, with
strong anchors in arts and culture, but requires stronger
integration, storytelling, and perception alignment to fully define
itself.



Strategic Op

Downtown London’s opportunity is not to create a new identity, but to b

Actions

Define and Reinforce a Clear
Identity Narrative

Build Identity Through
Everyday Experience

Close the Perception Gap

Better Integrate Key Assets

Improve Consistency Across
the Downtown Experience

Strengthen Workplace Identity

Establish and consistently co
improving recognition, differ:
London’s mission.

Strengthen daily activity and
use, not just occasionally visi

Align storytelling, visible acti
confidence and influencing d

Connect arts, culture, busine:
strengthening identity and in

Deliver reliable standards for
and dependable identity.

Position downtown as a dest
into the broader downtown ¢

London’s downtown identity is not limited by a lack of assets, but by hov
integration, consistency, and perception, there is a clear opportunity to s
place that is both distinctive and widely understood.



portunities

etter align, amplify, and consistently deliver the one that already exists.

Oppotunities

mmunicate a shared positioning that reflects downtown’s strengths,
antiation, and overall clarity of identity. Clearly articulate Downtown

routine engagement, making downtown a place people regularly
t.

vity, and simple data to better reflect current conditions, improving
ecisions to visit, work, and invest.

sses, institutions, and events into a more cohesive experience,
creasing economic impact.

cleanliness, safety, and activation, building trust and reinforcing a clear

ination for employers and employees by integrating workplace activity
Xxperience, increasing daytime vibrancy and economic competitiveness.

v consistently those assets are aligned and experienced. By focusing on
trengthen downtown’s identity as a vibrant, creative, and welcoming



Shared
Role In
Downtown
ldentity

London’s downtown identity is shaped collectively through the
daily experience of the district. The City of London provides the
foundation through infrastructure, safety, and public realm
investment. Arts, culture, tourism, businesses, property owners,
employers, institutions, and major organizations each contribute
to how downtown is experienced, understood, and valued.

The opportunity is to better align these efforts so they reinforce
a clear, consistent, and recognizable identity. When partners are
working from a shared narrative, every investment, event,
storefront, workplace, public space, and communication can help
strengthen confidence in downtown.

Collaboration Priorities

1.Align around a clear identity narrative
Establish shared positioning across communications,
programming, public spaces, and employer messaging.



2.Strengthen the everyday downtown experience
Support consistent daily activity, especially during lunchtime,
after work, and other routine-use periods.

3.Close the gap between perception and reality
Coordinate messaging, highlight visible progress, and use
clear data to build confidence over time. Perception
influences visitation, employer confidence, employee
attraction, and long-term workplace decisions related to
downtown.

4.Connect employers, institutions, and students to downtown
Encourage stronger links between workplaces, campuses,
local businesses, events, and public spaces.

5.Activate and care for the public realm
Ensure public spaces are clean, safe, welcoming, and
consistently animated.

Role of Downtown London Business
Association

Downtown London BIA serves as a connector, amplifier, and
aligner for the downtown district. Our role with respect to
identity is to bring partners together around shared priorities,
promote activity and progress, translate complex efforts into
clear messaging, and help ensure individual initiatives contribute
to a stronger overall downtown identity.



Measuremer
Evaluation

Strengthening downtown identity requires a consistent approach
to measuring progress, understanding impact, and adjusting over
time.

Because identity is shaped by experience, perception, and
behaviour, measurement must extend beyond traditional metrics.
A focused approach will combine quantitative data with qualitative
insight to ensure progress is both measurable and meaningful.

Identity should be measured through three lenses:
1.Data (What is happening)

visitation

foot traffic

o business activity

o participation levels

o

o

2.Perception (How it is experienced)
o surveys of visitors, workers, residents
o sentiment and description tracking
o comfort and familiarity measures

3.Behaviour (How people act)
o frequency and repeat visitation
o engagement patterns
o weekday vs weekend activity
o Engagement from workers, students and residents

These three factors combine to provide a more complete view of
identity performance over time.



Supporting Tools and Approaches

To complement these central dimensions, additional tools can be
used to provide a more complete picture of progress:

« Experience Audits - quarterly assessments of cleanliness,
activity, and street-level engagement supported by
Downtown London and multiple stakeholders

+ Business and Member Feedback - through surveys and direct
outreach

+ Partner Alignment Reviews - to ensure consistency across
efforts

« Digital and Media Monitoring - to track sentiment and
representation, seeking balance, accuracy and credibility

Using Measurement to Inform Action

Measurement tracks progress and guides decision-making.

Insights gathered through this approach will be used to:
¢ Refine the downtown identity narrative
e Adjust programming and activation
e Strengthen alignment across partners
« |dentify gaps in experience or perception
e Support advocacy with clear and credible evidence



Looking
Ahead

Strengthening downtown identity is about alignment.

The focus moving forward is to:
o reinforce what already exists
e improve consistency of experience
e strengthen everyday activity
e align partners around a shared narrative
e close the gap between perception and reality

A strong identity builds confidence, belonging, investment, and long-terr

Identity is defined by what downtown consistently delivers.

Call for Collc

Downtown identity is shaped every day by the people, places, and exper
institutions, property owners, cultural organizations, residents, and civic |
meaningful and authentically London.

By aligning efforts across placemaking, storytelling, culture, business de\
identity that is consistently experienced and widely understood.

A strong identity builds pride, confidence, and long-term economic and :



n vitality.

tboration

iences that bring it to life. We invite all partnering businesses,
eaders to contribute to a downtown that is distinct, recognizable,

elopment, and public realm investment, we can strengthen a dowtown

social vitality.



Downtownlondon.ca
519-663-2002
Info@DowntownLondon.ca

Facebook.com/DowntownlLondon
Instagram.com/DowntownLondon
LinkedIn.com/Company/Downtown-London
TikTok.com/@DowntownLondon

14 Dundas Street, 4th floor
London, ON N6A 1G1



	Downtown Identity:
	Defining What Makes London’s Downtown  Distinct, Recognizable, and Meaningful

	Executive Summary
	Identity reflects what makes downtown matter.

	Importantly, identity in this context refers to both:
	the identity of London’s downtown as a place, and
	the role of Downtown London Business Association in stewarding, connecting, and amplifying that place identity.
	These are related, but not the same. Our downtown identity will be defined by what we choose to build, protect, and stand for.
	The opportunity is to better align, amplify, protect and deliver the one that already exists. Downtown London’s role as the city’s primary employment centre is foundational to long-term downtown vitality. Office workers support restaurants, retail, transit, services and street-level activity throughout the day. A strong employment base also reinforces public safety through consistent presence and activity, supports municipal tax generation, and strengthens London’s competitiveness in attracting investment, growth and talent.
	Protecting and growing downtown employment density should remain a key policy priority. Significant office decentralization weakens daytime activity, reduces economic spin-off benefits, and undermines the interconnected ecosystem that supports a healthy downtown.
	This paper provides a framework for considering our identity, and it is also a call for collaboration. Together we can strengthen downtown’s identity to create a cohesive narrative that reflects the true downtown experience.
	Why Downtown Identity Matters
	Under-standing Downtown Identity
	A strong downtown identity means people see downtown as a place to work, connect, create, invest, learn and participate in daily city life. It is more than a place to visit.
	Place vs. Organization
	Identity at Multiple Scales
	Connected Urban Experiences
	Current Issues
	Implications

	Emerging Downtown Identity Direction
	Six Identity Pillars
	Arts, Culture & Entertainment - Creative expression and cultural programming shape the character and emotional appeal of downtown. Festivals, galleries, live music, and performance spaces provide reasons for people to visit, connect, and return regularly.
	Public Realm & Placemaking - Streets, parks, squares, and plazas define the usability, look, feel, and comfort of downtown. Accessible, safe, and well-designed public spaces create memorable experiences and contribute to a sense of pride and belonging.
	Retail, Hospitality & Services - Shops, cafés, restaurants, and services bring energy, convenience, and engagement to the downtown. A diverse mix of offerings ensures that both visitors and daily users, such as residents and office workers, see the downtown as functional, appealing, and relevant.
	Tourism & Visitor Economy - Attractions, events, cultural programming and hospitality experiences bring new audiences downtown. Visitors enhance economic vitality while reinforcing the city’s identity as a regional destination, creating opportunities for cultural exchange and exposure. This pillar reflects visitor experience and destination appeal as well as the overall destination experience that influences residents and visitors alike.
	Institutional & Educational Anchors - Universities, colleges, hospitals, and other major institutions provide stability, employment and long-term presence. They strengthen the downtown’s role as a hub of learning, employment, and civic life.
	Office & Employment Base - Office workers shape daily rhythm, daytime activity, and economic stability. A strong employment base embeds consistent use of downtown, provided employees actively engage with downtown throughout the day to connect workplace activity to street-level vibrancy and overall energy. This pillar underpins the other five pillars.
	IDENTITY
	DISTINCT    RECOGNIZABLE    MEANINGFUL
	Arts, Culture &      Entertainment
	Public Realm &    Placemaking
	Retail, Hospitality &     Services
	Tourism & Visitor     Economy
	Institutional &     Educational Anchors
	Office & Employment Base

	DOWNTOWN IDENTITY MODEL

	Downtown Identity Scorecard
	Impact Driver / Piller
	Current Status
	Score (1-5)
	Trend
	Arts, Culture & Entertainment

	4.5
	Public Realm & Placemaking

	3.5
	Retail, Hospitality & Services

	3.5
	Tourism & Visitor Economy

	3.0
	Institutional & Educational Anchors

	3.5
	Office & Employment Base (Supporting)

	3.0
	Overall Identity Score: 3.5 / 5
	Key Insights:
	Define and Reinforce a Clear Identity Narrative
	Build Identity Through Everyday Experience
	Close the Perception Gap
	Better Integrate Key Assets
	Improve Consistency Across the Downtown Experience
	Strengthen Workplace Identity
	Actions
	Oppotunities

	Shared Role in Downtown Identity
	Collaboration Priorities

	Role of Downtown London Business Association
	Data (What is happening)
	Perception (How it is experienced)
	Behaviour (How people act)
	Supporting Tools and Approaches
	Using Measurement to Inform Action

	Looking Ahead
	Downtownlondon.ca 519-663-2002 Info@DowntownLondon.ca

