
In 2012 IBM selected Reno in Nevada, USA, as one of 33 cities  
to receive a Smarter Cities Challenge® grant as part of IBM’s 
citizenship efforts to build a Smarter Planet®.

Mayor of Reno, Robert Cashell, Sr. and his senior leadership team 
challenged IBM to: “Help craft a data-driven strategy for economic 
development as the City looks to diversify its economy. By applying advanced 
analytics and using open data, the City aims to improve coordination among 
policymakers, citizens, higher education institutions, businesses and investors.”

In response to this challenge, in February 2013, a team of five  
global IBM experts worked together to provide recommendations  
for the region.

The challenge 
In the face of the recent economic downturn, the City of Reno and  
its regional partners recognize the need for cohesive, forward-looking 
economic development. They applied for an IBM grant in order to  
gain an outside-in perspective on the region’s many challenges. 

These challenges impede forward movement. They include:
•	 Many different sources of data, each with its own rules and definitions
•	 Lack of integrated data
•	 No cohesive regional identity and vision
•	 Lack of collaboration across different parties, policymakers, citizens, 

higher education institutions, businesses and investors
•	 Limited fact-based regional decision-making

The City of Reno and its regional partners asked IBM to help craft  
a data-driven strategy for economic development to help diversify  
the regional economy. The aim was to apply advanced analytics and  
use open data to improve regional coordination among policymakers,  
citizens, higher education institutions, businesses and investors. 

The global IBM interdisciplinary team brought deep expertise across  
a diverse set of disciplines, which helped them to think about the 
challenges in new and innovative ways. This alternative perspective 
enabled the team to work with the many different regional constituents 
and gain the buy-in and momentum required to address the challenges.

Highlights: 

•	 A	system	of	systems	will	enable	the	region		
to	make	fact-based,	timely	decisions	to	
improve	citizen	services	and	its	ability		
to	grow,	retain	and	attract	new	business.	

•	 The	region	has	a	groundswell	of	support		
for	a	new	regional	vision,	identity	and	
cooperative	mindset.

•	 For	long-term	economic	sustainability,		
the	region	should	invest	in	education	and	
workforce	development	to	prepare	today’s	
citizens	for	tomorrow’s	jobs.

•	 Strong	governance	and	informed	
decision-making,	combined	with	robust	
communications	and	measurement,		
will	spur	long-term	economic	growth.
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Findings and recommendations 
For three weeks the IBM Smarter Cities Challenge team 
worked together to understand the issues, assess the options, 
then deliver recommendations and a roadmap to the region. 
They conducted more than 50 interviews with more than 110 
stakeholders who represented public, private and education 
sectors. Combining interview insights with their assessment  
of economic development assets and best practices, the team 
developed a number of findings about the current situation:
•	 Individual entities work in silos instead of together as a 

unified region.
•	 Multiple economic development agencies and authorities 

represent different parts of the region, resulting in 
fragmented economic development. 

•	 The region uses multiple different record systems and data 
sources, formats, purposes and definitions. 

•	 There is no regionally cohesive data set for insights and 
decision-making. 

•	 The existence of different visions and objectives among the 
various agencies dilutes the message. 

•	 Each jurisdiction has its own brand with its own slogan;  
there is no unifying regional vision and brand. 

•	 The state falls to the bottom at a national level for education 
and graduation rates.

•	 The region continues to struggle with investment in 
education, specifically K-12.

•	 Businesses considering relocation and investment in the 
region often cite the lack of a qualified workforce as a barrier.

After looking at the findings and considering the overarching 
objective, the team developed five recommendations to 
establish a framework for regional economic development. 
The recommendations work together, each building on the 
success of the others. 
1. Change your mindset: Develop an integrated regional 

economic development strategy. 
2.  Be one strong voice: Present one regional economic 

development face to the outside world.
3.  Harness your data: Build a regional “system of systems” 

analytics utility to support economic development.
4.  Brand the vision, not the slogan: Present a single  

strong identity for the city and the region as a whole.
5.  Invest in your people: Focus on education and workforce 

development to build a foundation for future growth.

The team completed its recommendations with a 12-month 
roadmap for immediate action and a governance structure to 
kick-start economic development in the region.
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Conclusion
The region will achieve sustainable economic development 
through a commitment to collaboration and business-
friendly practices. It should leverage its location as a supply 
chain hub, dedicated workforce, and academic and natural 
assets. The region should engage its constituents in order  
to gain buy-in for a regional vision, identity and brand.  
A system of systems and strong governance model will 
empower the region to make fact-based decisions that will 
improve public services and attract, retain and grow business. 
This will help to move the region forward on its journey 
toward revitalization.


