
Introduction
Ishinomaki City, Japan, was one of the 33 cities selected to receive  
a Smarter Cities® Challenge grant from IBM in 2012 as part of IBM’s 
citizenship efforts to build a Smarter Planet™. Since the program’s 
inception in 2010, 61 cities have received Smarter Cities Challenge 
grants, and many of these have already made great progress on the 
road to becoming more instrumented, interconnected and intelligent. 
During three weeks in April 2012, a team of six IBM experts worked  
to deliver recommendations on a key challenge identified by the mayor 
Dr. Hiroshi Kameyama, and his senior leadership team: Revitalize 
economic growth and generate new jobs in order to attract and  
retain citizens after the shinsai in March 2011.

The Challenge: Return to economic growth and 
generate new jobs to retain and increase population
A year after the earthquake disaster, or shinsai, hit Ishinomaki City in  
March 2011 destroying major parts of the municipality, the city is still 
working to reconstruct the infrastructure. Economic recovery has not  
yet begun. The City is faced with a high unemployment rate and a decline 
in population. Citizens, especially younger people, who have not yet found  
a job or are still living in temporary houses are likely to leave Ishinomaki 
City because they do not see how they can economically survive in the 
City. If Ishinomaki City cannot stop the economic downturn and decrease 
in population, the City will not generate sufficient tax revenue for economic 
autonomy in the future.

The City has already developed a Recovery Master Plan and a vision  
for the future. It wants to become a world model city for reconstruction 
and recreate the city as an attractive urban community. The planned 
timeframe for this journey is five years. The City still needs to develop  
a concrete action plan for initiating the economic recovery.

The City’s economy before the tsunami was mainly based on fishing, 
agriculture, paper products, tourism and small businesses. At the time of this 
report, the paper mill is back in operation, but most of the approximately 
44 ports of the municipality have not yet been rebuilt and cannot reopen. 
Some businesses have been provided with temporary locations but many 
small businesses are still closed. As a consequence, Ishinomaki City faces  
a high unemployment rate.
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Recommendations
Job creation and better communication with citizens was a 
common theme during the team’s conversations and interviews 
with city officials, non-profit organizations, university 
representatives and citizens. It also became clear that the 
different stakeholders had not yet established structures 
between them for a coordinated and integrated effort required 
to return to economic growth. The Smarter Cities Challenge 
team therefore provided the following recommendations:
• Implementation of an integrated economic development 

program with cooperation between city government, private 
sectors, educational institutions and non-profit organizations 
to spur economic growth. 

• Introduction of a business incubation program that provides 
business founders with additional services to accelerate 
business development

• Development of a compelling brand image for the city to 
attract business and strengthen citizens’ identification with 
Ishinomaki City

• Establishing a change management program supporting the 
initiatives for economic recovery to address and overcome 
resistance in the process

The Smarter Cities Challenge team leveraged examples from 
other cities that faced similar challenges due to economic 
downturns or disasters, as well as current research in the 
mentioned areas and best practices from IBM.

Economic development program
As economic development is an integrated effort that requires 
the cooperation of all stakeholders in the City, we recommended 
the appointment of an experienced subject-matter expert as 
Economic Development General Manager to own and lead 
the program. The program itself includes:
• Identification of target industries based on Ishinomaki  

City’s strengths
• Creation of an entrepreneurial culture and supporting services
• Workforce development for the target industries 
• Establishment of benchmarks and performance measurements

Business incubation program
Traditional business development programs focus on creating 
beneficial conditions such as low taxes and inexpensive land. 
To accelerate business development in areas with less economic 
strength, there are other more effective models. Business 
incubation is one such model for effectively developing 
smaller businesses and offering additional services for  
business founders, such as:
• Assistance with services usually required to start a business, 

including obtaining office facilities, establishing information 
and communications technology infrastructure, 
administrative functions and accounting 
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• Management coaching and training
• Networking among the co-located startup companies  

and with external stakeholders
• Support with applying for financial loans and grants
• Branding, marketing and sales support

We structured the recommendation for the business 
incubation program in three stages: planning the program, 
starting the program and maturing the program.

Branding and marketing
In a globalized world where cities and regions compete  
for attention, talent and businesses, it becomes increasingly 
important that cities develop a brand image to promote their 
qualities for economic growth, tourism and trade, and as  
a place to live and work. We therefore recommended that 
Ishinomaki City develop a brand image, involving citizens  
in the process to nurture their relationship with their 
hometown. The recommendation includes development  
of a communication plan to improve the exchange of 
information between the city government, the citizens  
and all stakeholders, as well as aspects to be considered  
when branding a city.

Change management
These recommendations mean that citizens of Ishinomaki 
City, as well as the leaders of the involved constituencies, must 
face significant change. People tend to resist change, so it is 
important that Ishinomaki City also address the “people side” 
of their challenge. Many projects fail because their leaders  
do not pay sufficient attention to this resistance. Change 
management is a structured approach to preparing people  
to modify behaviors and achieving business benefits through 
sustained adoption.
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For more information
To learn more, send an email to ccca@us.ibm.com  
or visit smartercitieschallenge.org

Conclusion
Experiences from other cities around the world have shown 
that a focused economic development program can be  
a cornerstone in the creation of new jobs and economic 
growth. We recommend that Ishinomaki City initiate  
such a program immediately.

Ishinomaki City should use sources of experience  
from other places in the world and engage experienced 
external consultants.

The future of Ishinomaki City depends on all stakeholders 
— the city government, private businesses, the schools  
and university, financial institutions, central government, 
non-profit organizations and the various local communities 
— to be positively and closely engaged in the whole process  
to prevent failure.


