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1. Executive summary

Expected outcomes

Better understanding  
of tourist wants  

and needs

The creation  
of new interactive  
tourist services

More effective  
marketing activities  

The creation of a  
trusted source of 

information and allow 
constituents to  
see progress 

Maximized brand  
awareness among the 
target segments and 

improved marketing ROI

The investments  
and achievements  
will be visible to the  

local populace 

Increased visitor 
satisfaction, value 

perception and revenue

Greater citizen 
involvement in tourism 

Maximized holiday  
tour spending  
in Yamagata

Improved tourist 
satisfaction and  

revenues

Attract private companies 
and individuals to build 

apps without any 
development costs

Greater number  
of repeat visits  
and increased  

earned marketing

-
Summary of recommendations

The challenge: Assess Yamagata’s current tourist offerings and develop a set  
of recommendations to increase the number of inbound tourists.

Context
• In the face of an aging and declining population, the tourism 

industry in Yamagata can no longer rely solely on domestic tourists 
• The National Government of Japan’s Ministry of Land and Tourism 

has set an ambitious target growth plan of 40 million visitors to 
Japan by 2020

• Of all the inbound tourists to Japan, only 0.1 percent will make the 
trip to Yamagata

Findings
• The target markets for the tourist attractions and activities are not 

defined and require segmenting 
• There is no clear marketing strategy for Yamagata or a visible 

message that makes it stand out as a destination 
• Experiences are standalone, are not grouped together by themes 

(e.g., foodie trip), and the tourist accessibility and infrastructure 
need to be improved

Vision
Yamagata has a lot to offer tourists, whether through its cuisine, history or natural beauty. However, inbound tourists are not currently aware of its 
potential. To ensure the tourism industry can prosper, Yamagata must identify the high-value tourist groups, define the Yamagata brand, build the 
experiences into themes, implement a Digital Yamagata, improve collaboration between the different tourism bodies and involve the local citizens.

Segment and quantify  
the tourist market

Support the  
digital tourist

Build the  
Yamagata brand

Implement a measure-
monitor-manage culture

Deploy the  
Yamagata brand

Collaborate on  
a common goal 

Build experience 
packages

Develop an 
ambassador 

program

Generate awareness of 
experience packages

Take the mystery out 
of moving around 

Yamagata

Develop Digital 
Yamagata

Review and 
revitalize tourist 

attractions



A. The Smarter Cities Challenge 
By 2050, 66 percent of the world’s population will live in urban 
environments, with most of the growth happening in small and 
medium-sized cities. Urbanization, combined with growing 
decentralization, has forced local authorities to become more  
self-reliant and increase their capacity to fund local services and 
institutions, turning cities into incubators that can test new public 
policies and local government-led initiatives. Many cities are especially 
vulnerable to climate change due to their location, including major 
population centers in river deltas, coastlines and drought-prone regions. 
As cities around the world experience significant shifts from historic 
weather patterns and an increase in extreme weather events, effective 
local resiliency strategies have become increasingly important. Extensive 
migration across international borders has also had significant 
implications for urban communities, presenting both opportunities  
and challenges for cities receiving influxes of migrants. Large migration 
flows can rapidly increase the need for city services such as affordable 
housing, employment opportunities and sanitation. But with the 
population aging in Europe and other regions, cities stand to benefit 
from migrants who can ease skill shortages and boost economies.

Inequality has risen to the highest levels in the past three decades, 
interacting with the other trends in significant ways. Rapid population 
growth in cities due to urbanization, challenges them to provide 
services for their residents, such as access to affordable housing, 
employment, transportation and healthcare. Low-income populations 

2. Introduction

Figure 1: Instrumented, interconnected, intelligent

Intelligent
We can analyze and derive insight from  
large and diverse sources of information  
to predict and respond better to change.

Instrumented
We can measure, sense  
and see the condition of  

practically everything.

Interconnected
People, systems and objects can 
communicate and interact with  

one another in entirely new ways.

often disproportionately bear the negative impacts of climate change, 
while migrants often are a vulnerable population whose access to 
social and financial capital has been significantly disrupted. These urban 
trends highlight priority areas for cities and regions to invest in and build 
capacity to support the needs of their current and future residents. 

Meanwhile, rapid technological advances in areas such as big data 
and cognitive computing are empowering city leaders to address 
complex issues and make better decisions to deliver services more 
effectively, efficiently and equitably. The explosion of real-time data 
from almost 13 billion internet connected devices gives decision-
makers the ability to monitor things like energy usage, environmental 
conditions and traffic congestion. It also enables them to make changes 
that reduce energy waste in buildings, ease traffic congestion and 
warn residents about potential hazardous weather —all in real time. 

The IBM Smarter Cities Challenge provides cities around the world 
with grants of IBM’s top talent and technology to address their  
most pressing strategic challenges. Winning cities receive a team  
of IBM experts who are deployed full time in the city for three weeks.  
IBM teams leverage the company’s cognitive computing, cloud 
platform, mobile and social analytics, and extensive weather data 
capabilities to provide Smarter Cities Challenge winners with deep, 
data-driven insights on their urban challenges and enable them  
to generate and evaluate options that improve policy development 
and decision-making.
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Tourism is an important pillar of Japan’s economic growth strategy. 
The city of Yamagata is home to numerous hot springs, Buddhist 
temples, and Mt. Zao ski resort, yet the percentage of annual visitors 
they get has not increased. Mayor Sato has taken the lead to develop 
the Yamagata Wide Area Tourism Council to increase tourism and 
employment opportunities in the region. He is asking IBM to help 
develop a roadmap to market the city to foreign visitors and increase 
tourism through analysis of data.

B. The challenge
Yamagata City’s Mayor Sato set the Smarter Cities Challenge (SCC) 
team up with two challenges:
• Assess a selection of tourist offerings with the aim of attracting 

more international visitors to Yamagata City
• Explore the economic growth opportunity that could be achieved 

by Yamagata City and prefecture, and if a plan and supporting 
infrastructure could be developed to increase the volume of 
inbound tourists coming from the United States and Europe

As part of the project, multiple existing tourist sites and attractions 
were reviewed along with potential new tourist sites and experiences. 
Formal stakeholder interviews were conducted with a collection of 
local and regional tourist bodies. These were also supported by 
opportune interviews with tourists, local business owners and staff, 
and the residents of Yamagata.

The initial starting point for the project was to reassure the team  
that they were investigating the right set of issues for the two  
Mayoral challenges: 

In the face of an aging and 
declining Japanese population, 
the tourism industry in Yamagata 
cannot survive solely on domestic 
tourism. Therefore, Yamagata, the 
Yamagata Prefecture and the 
entire Tohoku region must look to 
attract more international visitors to 
ensure the prosperity of the tourism 
industry and the entire region. 

The National Government of Japan’s Ministry of Land and Tourism  
has set ambitious goals for international visitors to Japan. The target 
growth plan has been set at 40 million visitors by 2020 (bear in mind 
the Olympic Games are hosted in Japan in 2020), and to rise to 60 
million by 2030. 

A small piece of preparatory research revealed the extent of the 
situation. Using two sources of data (JNTO and Yamagata Prefecture 
data), a clear picture emerged of the current state of tourism in the 
area. However, it should be noted that tourism data is sparse in Japan, 
and particularly so in the Tohoku region. The metric commonly used 
to measure tourism volume is nights spent in hotels by inbound 
visitors. This metric is easily, but not consistently, recorded by  
logging the passport details at a hotel upon check-in. 

Putting this into context, for roughly every three wide-body jets that 
land at Tokyo from International origins, only one of those passengers 
will visit Yamagata. This staggering statistic not only illustrates the low 
starting point of international tourists to the region, but also highlights 
a need to incrementally increase that figure to make tourism a 
significant economic development tool. The purpose of this project is 
to inform and encourage the tourists visiting Tohoku to also 
experience Yamagata Prefecture and Yamagata City.

Vision statement 
By 2030, at least 5 percent of 
annual inbound international 
tourists will visit the Tohoku region, 
and at least 15 percent of those 
tourists will visit Yamagata. 
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2016

Area

Inbound visitors to Japan

2016 Japan tourism data

24.04 million 

Japan

Tohoku

Yamagata

2020 goal

Nights spent by inbound visitors

40 million 

69.4 million 

725,100

68,217

2030 goal

Inbound percentages

60 million 

1.04% of Japan (1/100)

9.41% of Tohoku (1/10) 
0.10% of Japan (1/1,000)

Figure 2: Using the figures from 2016, of the 69.4 million hotel nights that were recorded for international tourists, only 1.04 percent were spent 
in Tohoku, and 0.1 percent spent in Yamagata.

Figure 3: Total inbound numbers

By 2030, at least 5 percent of the annual 
inbound international tourists will visit the 

Tohoku region and at least 15 percent  
of those tourists will visit Yamagata as part 

of their Japanese travel itinerary.

Inbound Travelers to Japan Inbound Travelers to Tohoku
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3. Findings, context  
and roadmap
A. Findings and context

Data-gathering exercises
Several tourist attractions were reviewed by the SCC team  
and where possible, stakeholder interviews were conducted at the 
attractions, events or activities. The data was collected into positive 
comments and into information about the challenges for the 
attraction, event or activity. These data points were compiled  
into Open Data, with geolocation added to a small database to 
demonstrate the basics of digitizing information on tourist amenities. 

Stakeholder interviews involving staff from tourism bodies were  
also summarized, and data points pulled out for collation with  
the investigation of the sites and attractions. 

All analysis of data gathered was performed from the bottom-up, 
meaning that the findings and the themes in the observations were 
discovered, rather than trying to retrofit the data to support a framework. 

Findings
Examples often tell stories, so the SCC created the following persona 
and journey maps to illustrate some of the current focus areas which 
were unearthed during the data-gathering exercises (please note that 
these examples are not exhaustive of either potential tourist segments, 
nor highlight all of the findings of the positives or challenges encountered).

Illustrative example
In the following illustration, the SCC used an example from a potential 
tourist segment  —Linda, the tech-savvy baby boomer. Linda is 
content researching, planning and largely conducting her vacation 
arrangements herself. She often travels with her husband and is 
adept at finding new experiences for them both to enjoy. Both Linda 
and her husband are “foodies”. They love not only eating but also 
getting close to the culture of the people and places they visit. They 
are both fit and active, and are happy exploring some challenging 
terrain (provided they see some comforts at the end of their treks). 
Linda is also an avid reader of travel publications and websites. She 
regularly researches newsletters from specialist travel companies for 
ideas on new and upcoming places to visit and things to do. Linda, 
and to a lesser extent her husband, are well-connected and 
influenced by their friends and groups on social networks. 

Linda’s vacation experience
Linda’s interest is piqued by an article about Dewa Sanzan. She 
decides to research, plan and undertake an itinerary that includes 
Dewa Sanzan (see the journey map below). It’s clear not everything  
is easy for her to achieve a perfect trip, and she’s prepared to share  
this with her friends. 

Linda starts off with a positive experience. She discovers information 
about the Yamagata region and what’s on offer for her and her 
husband. However, she quickly gets frustrated by a lack of information, 
competing messages and a significant lack of integrated booking 
capabilities. Even so, she believes that half the fun of an adventure 
holiday is being on the ground and seeing what’s on offer. 

Due to these experiences, Linda is unfortunately already on guard for  
her arrival. Her fears are confirmed when she struggles with arrival, 
booking transportation and understanding what’s involved in preparing 
for her visits to the attractions. She is left a little cold by a lack of context 
or historical perspective, and can’t see what other attractions or 
destinations could make up a coordinated itinerary. 

Both travelers have a small handful of words and phrases, and in 
general neither Linda nor her husband are bothered by not speaking 
Japanese (other destinations easily facilitate using Google Maps and 
Translate to navigate and transact in). Linda is finding the absence of 
machine readable fonts on menus and signs problematic, and has 
given up expecting even photos or diagrams to help decipher signs. 
She’s already shared with her friends photos of electronic lavatories 
that won’t give up any clues on how to flush! Both Linda and her 
husband have spent much more time letting their social networks 
know that despite the difficulties in getting around, almost all the  
issues have been overcome by the patient and helpful citizens, 
transportation staff and restaurant/shop staff. 
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Linda is as keen on gaining information on the internet and social 
networks as she is on sharing. She posts many photos and reviews, 
but she feels she must be honest and prepare those a bit less 
confident or adventurous know some of the pitfalls of traveling  
around the Yamagata area. 

In the end, they both had a great time in Yamagata. However, she feels 
she’s missed a lot of the great things that Yamagata and Tohoku have 
to offer, and that there are plenty of aspects of awareness, research 
and the execution of their trip that could be improved. 

Figure 4

AGE                  60  
GENDER          Female      
WORK              Digital marketing executive
FAMILY            Married, no children
LOCATION      Greater New York City area   
EDUCATION   College graduate         

"We're planning a trip to Japan and wish 
to discover the best area to visit, one that 
provides a rich cultural experience, 
fabulous scenery and opportunities to 
taste local cuisine."

Linda is a Digital Marketing executive who takes 
six personal trips a year for family visits and 
holiday vacations. She and her husband are still 
working but plan to retire in two years and will 
have more time for travel.  They have a “bucket 
list” of places they would like to visit and take a 
major vacation every two years.  They really 
enjoy traveling internationally and many times 
travel with friends. They never use travel 
agencies preferring to do all their research and 
booking on-line.  

Likes when traveling 
Outdoors:   hiking, biking, beaches, skiing. Golf
Food:  regional menu, fine dining, healthily
Culture:  learn about history and traditions, 
museums, fine art, theater 

Goals when booking travel:
To spend less time booking travel
To narrow options quickly

Brands used in research:
TripAdvisor:   https://www.tripadvisor.com/

Yelp: https://www.yelp.com/

Lonely Planet:  https://www.lonelyplanet.com/

AARP:  http://travel.aarp.org/

Expedia:  https://www.expedia.com.my/

KAYAK:  https://www.kayak.com/mobile

Get inspiration for trips from
Friends
Facebook posts 
Newspaper, Magazine and newsletter travel 
stories

Frustrations:
Too much time spent booking - she's busy!
Digital savvy and gets frustrated easily.
Lack of or confusing information.  

Motivations:
Price
Comfort
Convenience
Speed
Experience

  

Adventurous

Limited time

Digital savvy

Curious

Bio 

Linda Brown

“   We’re planning a trip to Japan and wish  
to discover the best area to visit, one  
that provides a rich cultural experience, 
fabulous scenery and opportunities  
to taste local cuisine.”

Age: 60
Gender: Female
Work: Digital marketing executive
Location: Greater New York City area
Education: College graduate

Adventurous

Limited time

Digital savvy

Curious

Bio
Linda is a Digital Marketing executive who 
takes six personal trips a year for family visits 
and holiday vacations. She and her husband 
are still working but plan to retire in two years 
and will have more time for travel. They have a 
“bucket list” of places they would like to visit 
and take a major vacation every two years. 
They really enjoy traveling internationally and 
many times travel with friends. They never  
use travel agencies, preferring to do all their 
research and booking online.

Likes when traveling
Outdoors: hiking, biking, beaches, skiing, golf  
Food: regional menu, healthy fine dining 
Culture: learn about history and traditions, 
museums, fine art, theater

Goals when booking travel
• To spend less time booking travel
• To narrow options quickly

Frustrations
• Too much time spent booking – she’s busy
• Digital savvy and gets frustrated easily
• Lack of or confusing information

Motivations
• Price
• Comfort
• Convenience
• Speed
• Experience

Brands used in research
TripAdvisor: www.tripadvisor.com
Yelp: www.yelp.com
Lonely Planet: www.lonelyplanet.com
AARP: www.travel.aarp.org
Expedia: www.expedia.com.my
KAYAK: www.kayak.com/mobile

Get inspiration for trips from
• Friends
• Facebook posts
•  Newspaper, magazine and  

newsletter travel stories

http://www.travel.aarp.org
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Figure 5: Linda’s vacation experience

Discover Plan Enjoy Share

I am Linda Brown
Executive with a large 
global company

Age 60
Hometown: Greater New York City 
area; income $12k per month

Marital status: Married
Marital children: None
Employment: IT Marketing

Education: College graduate
Holiday: Adventure and  
cultural travel

Po
si

tiv
e

N
eu

tr
a

l
N

eg
a

tiv
e

I found a story in AARP travel 
magazine on Dewa Sanzan and 
Yamagata City. It meets my desire 
to explore the culture, cuisine and 
scenery on Northern Japan.

I found a lot of information and 
photos and started to feel excited 
about all the attractions in the 
Yamagata area.

User comments on 
TripAdvisor were positive 
but limited for Dewa and 
Yamagata City.

Being adventurous, I finally sorted 
through the many options and 
developed our plan finding many cultural 
attractions, scenery and food options.

In the city, we didn’t find 
many shopping places to 
buy good quality souvenirs.

Some enjoyment was 
taken out of dining due  
to communication.

Provided reviews on TripAdvisor, 
Yelp and blogs citing language and 
signage as inhibitors.

We looked for an app that 
would guide us during our 
stay in Japan but found none. 
Google Maps and Yelp would 
have to do.

Next, I wanted to determine the 
best place to make my base 
camp to explore the Yamagata 
Prefecture attractions but that 
options were not well-organized.

After several hours of research, 
I started to identify a plan but 

had problems in booking 
attractions and there were no 
packaged plans, which I think 

provides good value.
Confusion surfaced when I started to  
dig a bit deeper and quickly became 
confused between Tsueruoka and Dewa 
Sanzan. Are the two related? Did I need to 
stay there?

Booking became, there were so 
many options and TripAdvisor 
did not mention Dewa Sanzan  
in their top 10 things to do.

Communication and 
public transportation 
was difficult due to 
complicated schedules 
and no English.

The first night we enjoyed 
a delicious meal and met 
very friendly people.

Posted images on Instagram, 
Facebook and Twitter about many 
good things: natural beauty, friendly 
people, rich culture.

AGE                  60  
GENDER          Female      
WORK              Digital marketing executive
FAMILY            Married, no children
LOCATION      Greater New York City area   
EDUCATION   College graduate         

"We're planning a trip to Japan and wish 
to discover the best area to visit, one that 
provides a rich cultural experience, 
fabulous scenery and opportunities to 
taste local cuisine."

Linda is a Digital Marketing executive who takes 
six personal trips a year for family visits and 
holiday vacations. She and her husband are still 
working but plan to retire in two years and will 
have more time for travel.  They have a “bucket 
list” of places they would like to visit and take a 
major vacation every two years.  They really 
enjoy traveling internationally and many times 
travel with friends. They never use travel 
agencies preferring to do all their research and 
booking on-line.  

Likes when traveling 
Outdoors:   hiking, biking, beaches, skiing. Golf
Food:  regional menu, fine dining, healthily
Culture:  learn about history and traditions, 
museums, fine art, theater 

Goals when booking travel:
To spend less time booking travel
To narrow options quickly

Brands used in research:
TripAdvisor:   https://www.tripadvisor.com/

Yelp: https://www.yelp.com/

Lonely Planet:  https://www.lonelyplanet.com/

AARP:  http://travel.aarp.org/

Expedia:  https://www.expedia.com.my/

KAYAK:  https://www.kayak.com/mobile

Get inspiration for trips from
Friends
Facebook posts 
Newspaper, Magazine and newsletter travel 
stories

Frustrations:
Too much time spent booking - she's busy!
Digital savvy and gets frustrated easily.
Lack of or confusing information.  

Motivations:
Price
Comfort
Convenience
Speed
Experience

  

Adventurous

Limited time

Digital savvy

Curious

Bio 
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Focus areas summary
As seen from the example journey map, although Linda (our example 
persona) has some good (green) experiences, she also struggles on her 
visit in a variety of places. Breaking her journey into four phases hints at 
the areas the team concluded were significant focus areas for tourism in 
Yamagata City, Yamagata Prefecture and Tohoku as a whole region. 

Tourism topic Focus area

Who should visit? Define the target market

Why they should visit? Marketing Yamagata

What are they going to do when  
they visit?

Experience packaging

How to find out information before  
and during a visit

Information accessibility

How best to support tourists  
during their visit

Tourist infrastructure

Let’s look at these topics one-by-one and give some rationale for why 
these areas appeared in the analysis. 

A. Define the target market 
The first area that became clear from the research is that there is a lot 
of variety in the attractions and tourist activities. When viewed as a 
portfolio, there were several themes which the team felt could attract 
different kinds of tourists:
• Outdoor/nature/adventure
• Religious/spiritual/cultural 
• Food/dining 
• History 

What seemed absent in any marketing, advertising or positioning for 
any of the attractions was a lack of use of target segments to express 
the unique value of the attraction. Each attraction was advertising 
itself as a stand-alone venue, without reference to any other elements 
of Tohoku tourism. Slightly more concerning was the difficulty of 
attractions and tourism organizations stating a common term of 
“inbound” with an assumed tourist profile. The same term proved  
to classify substantially different attributes across attractions and 
organizations. Furthermore, the definition and attributes of the 
“inbound tourist” was seldom backed up by evidence (or data) that 

the target market was either well-defined, provided sustainable 
revenues or showed significant growth patterns. The economics of 
“inbound” tourist segments was clearly unknown. 

B. Marketing Yamagata 
Combined with the findings above, the team felt the visibility of most 
attractions was limited. General internet searches and searches in travel 
websites or apps would generally be successful if the exact attraction 
was specified. There was little spontaneous surfacing of attractions  
or reasons to visit the region. The team felt that the region lacked a 
cohesive or visible message to make it stand out as a destination. 

C. Experience packaging 
Although individually most attractions offered excellent tourist 
experiences, no single attraction was likely to bring an international 
tourist to the region. The research was revealing how collections of 
attractions, usually around a theme, would increase the likelihood of  
a tourist visiting the area. Common themes could easily tie different 
attractions and locations together (e.g., Kajo Castle and Iai-do 
experiences themed around Samurai or a whole collection of food-
related experiences being packaged as a “foodie trip”). Standalone 
marketing or advertising initiatives, not packaging different attractions 
into an itinerary (but not necessarily an organized “package tour”) was 
seen as a weakness to the area. Each attraction had to work hard on its 
own, almost in blind competition to the other attractions.

D. Information accessibility
International tourists are infrequent to the region, and the investment 
in translations and information accessibility isn’t consistently visible. 
It’s clear there are challenges around managing multilingual views on 
attractions or indeed anything a tourist may interact with. However, 
the team found excellent to good internet connectivity across the 
region and with the advent of smartphones, a lot of technical barriers 
could be lifted. The barriers to tourist travel confidence included:
• Bus timetables 
• User instructions for transportation 
• Restaurant menus
• Information on social conventions 
• Details around integrated travel planning 

These barriers would hamper otherwise excellent tourist activities and 
opportunities for all but the most experienced and hardy of tourists. 
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B. Roadmap of recommendations

Focus Area Recommendation

Define target market 
(Who should visit)

1.1 Segment and quantify the tourist market

Marketing Yamagata 
(Why they should visit)

2.1 Build the Yamagata brand 
2.2 Deploy the Yamagata brand

Experience packaging 
(What they are going to do when they visit)

3.1 Build experience packages 
3.2 Generate awareness of experience packages

Information accessibility 
(How to find out information before and during a visit)

4.1 Develop Digital Yamagata 
4.2 Support the digital tourist 
4.3 Implement a measure-monitor-manage culture

Tourist infrastructure 
(How best to support tourists during their visit)

5.1 Collaborate on a common goal 
5.2 Develop an ambassador program 
5.3 Take the mystery out of moving around Yamagata 
5.4 Review and revitalize tourist attractions

E. Tourist infrastructure
Getting a clear picture on who leads, how collaboration works, or who 
“owns” tourism in the Yamagata area was difficult. The observations 
from the SCC team showed that at times attractions and sites worked 
independently, and at others, the tourism organizations felt they had 
wider ideas on how to make attractions work as a cohesive collection. 
However, they lacked either the resources or buy-in to create a 
Destination Management Plan. Some aspects of the tourist industry 
showed active signs of collaboration, but when present, they tended 
to be within only one sector of the industry (e.g., Ryokans working 
together in loyalty programs, but not in cohesion with other tourist 
attractions in the area). 

Awareness, and actual physical experience of, tourist attractions is 
extremely low in the locals living in the Yamagata area. Interviews 
often revealed that local population had not visited the Yamagata 
tourist attractions. Consequently, the buy-in and earned marketing 
from citizens and other attraction staff has not been nurtured. 

Taken individually, each of the focus areas can cause a tourist to work 
hard to get the most out of Yamagata and the surrounding areas. Put 
together, it was felt that only the most dedicated tourists would finally 
make it to the Yamagata area. The team felt that each focus area 
needed attention, but overall, awareness and investment tourism 
needed raising to make it a significant economic driver for the region.

National government strategy for growing tourism  
in Japan
In a bold move, Japan’s National Government has declared tourism 
has to become a bigger engine for economic development over the 
next decade. Roughly translated, the vision is to make Japan “The 
place where everyone is willing to visit”. To do so, they have set out 
three vision statements:
• Maximize the appeal of tourism resources, as the cornerstone  

of regional revitalization
• Innovate the tourism industry, enhance international 

competitiveness and become a key industry in Japan
• Create an environment where all travelers can fully enjoy 

sightseeing without stress

These vision statements are significant to the validity of the SCC’s 
recommendations. However, it is important to note that the following 
recommendations were selected, bottom-up, based on evidence 
gained during the SCC research and investigations. The 
recommendations were not selected top-down from the  
government strategies. 



11Smarter Cities Challenge report 

Overview of recommendations

Recommendation Overview of Activities

1.1  Segment and quantify  
the tourist market

• Research national/regional/local government strategies and projected growth figures for international 
tourists. Build a clear growth strategy, acknowledging differential potential in visit probability, duration 
and total spend for each potential tourist segment

2.1  Build the Yamagata brand • Conduct stakeholder research into what the combination of ingredients Yamagata and Tohoku have  
to offer the selected tourist segments 

• Build a unique brand that encompasses what is special, what is unique and what the benefits are  
of choosing Yamagata/Tohoku as a destination 

• Stakeholder representation should come from Tourism Industry bodies, attraction owners, academics, 
government bodies, representative tourists and specialist tour operators 

• Create a brand that accommodates Yamagata tourism as an addition to the major tourist cities  
and experiences. Validate the brand internationally in the proposed country of origin 

2.2  Deploy the Yamagata brand • Once the Yamagata brand has been defined, develop branding collateral, mechanisms of distribution 
and brand guidelines 

3.1  Build experience packages • Catalogue tourist attractions/assets and align them to potential tourist segments. Include transportation, 
accommodation, geography, seasons and other context topics as part of the definition of the experience 
package. Foster adoption of themes with the attraction owners and public-facing staff

3.2  Generate awareness of 
experience packages

• In combination with the overall Yamagata brand, create themed experiences for different tourist segments 
• Develop content and collateral around the themed experience packages and plan how to support the 

packages with digital initiatives
• Involve third-party organizations to help build awareness and integrate all relevant parties into the 

adoption of an experience package 
• Involve special interest groups and academics in defining and building the missing content for themes 

such as historical, geological, botanical or geographical that pull experience packages together

4.1  Develop Digital Yamagata • Become the nation’s leading digital tourist region 
• Build upon existing shoots of digitizing services and further develop a data infrastructure for tourism 

around Open Data that can be fed and used by multiple constituents for multiple purposes 
• Bidirectionality is core to the design of a Digital Yamagata: User Generated Content, as well as  

formal data curation activities, should create a digital presence for any tourist-related geolocation 
• Plan for a sustainable data and application infrastructure that scales for tourist numbers, attraction 

diversity, User Generated Content volumes and frequency of data updates
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Recommendation Overview of Activities

4.2 Support the digital tourist • Meet tourist expectations and create novel services and applications on the back of the digitization  
of the tourist assets 

• Expose the data through services that help the tourist become aware of attractions and the benefits  
of the area while discovering, planning as well as navigating and enjoying trips in the Yamagata area

• Infuse intelligence into the services for tourist decision-making to make the most of current context  
and predicted trends

4.3  Implement a measure-
monitor-manage culture

• With a digitized infrastructure that covers tourists, attractions, citizens and marketing activities, all 
tourism bodies (and tourists) can get visibility into activity and trends throughout the ecosystem

• Using reporting and predictive analytics, Yamagata can tie day-to-day operations across the network 
with strategic planning in a single analytics framework

5.1  Collaborate on a  
common goal

• Ensure that all tourism bodies agree and align on strategic growth projections and establish  
collaborative working programs 

• Encourage mutual staff development opportunities and ground-level exchanges of ideas  
and information on tourism initiatives

5.2  Develop an ambassador 
program

• Develop an integrated, data-fueled, citizen and tourism staff enablement program 
• Encourage attraction staff and lead citizens to actively support and promote the region’s tourist 

attractions/experiences 
• Integrate special interest groups, academics and professionals into the development of the  

enablement program

5.3  Take the mystery out of 
moving around Yamagata

• International tourists have difficulty both planning for and moving around Yamagata. Language is just one 
aspect of getting around and it is felt that the clever use of Digital Yamagata can ease many commonly 
encountered situations

• Surfacing instructions, guidance, forward-looking projections, intermingled with a low-hum of 
information and motivational support from ambassadors can help increase tourist confidence  
and widen their experiences (as well as spending and sharing potential)

5.4  Review and revitalize  
tourist attractions

• To meet tourist expectations, some tourist attractions require some refurbishment. Some could  
also be cleaner to help give better first and shared impressions 

• Most require technology upgrades to make more of each attraction’s history, context or experience. 
Using Digital Yamagata, multilanguage, multithemed geolocation-based guides, delivered by smart 
technology, could enhance a visit with little cost.

Recommendation roadmap
Many of the recommendations have many actions (for example, the 
Digital Yamagata recommendation is made up of many initiatives). 
Some of the initiatives are long-term, while some are short-term, but 
each may have their own dependencies. At a high level, without 

project scoping, the following chart shows roughly when  
the SCC team suggests Yamagata City starts work on  
the recommendations. The chart also highlights some  
of the dependencies between the recommendations. 
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Figure 6
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Some key points stand out in the chart:

• Digital Yamagata (4.1) can, and should, start immediately. Indeed, 
developing and populating a digital fabric to the area has payoffs 
outside tourism too, the main one being citizen involvement. Tourism 
is something that belongs to every citizen, not something that is done 
to citizens or on their behalf. The contributions from citizens create  
a powerful engine for the communities and people of Yamagata. 
Digital tourism is inescapable, and its adoption creates a modern, 
coordinated, responsive and enhanced experience for tourists and 
tourism contributors alike. The same digitized assets and information 
can be reused simply, ecosystems can be grown, and new products 
and services developed to give Yamagata a seat at the international 
tourist table. 

• Start market segmentation (1.1) now. This is currently absent and 
most of the other recommendations require a strong, defined and 
communicable target market. Justification for project costs can 
only be made against expected returns and the only credible 
method for calculating the returns is from a data and evidence-
driven assessment of the current and potential tourist figures.  
This exercise should be reviewed and expanded on a regular basis 
as attractions change, tourist initiatives emerge and technology 
changes or enhances the way we expect tourists to behave. 

• Defining target segments helps build the Yamagata brand (2.1). The 
brand, in combination with an assessment of the attractions and 
themes, will help build experience packages. Once these are built 
and ready for promotion, using the established collaboration 
between tourism bodies, attraction owners or staff, special interest 
groups, industry specialists, academics and ambassadors, and 
fueled by multiple digital lenses, tourists will better find, enjoy and 
self-promote Yamagata’s many amazing features. 

Not all the recommendations are equal. There are some dependencies, 
but each has different levels of implementation difficulties and expected 
returns. One thing of note is that there are no difficult to implement and 
low value recommendations – all recommendations are estimated to 
provide a good degree of value (in fact nearly all are trending toward 
high), but there is a spread of difficulty. Combining the interrelated 
nature of some of the recommendations means that there must be 
some careful consideration regarding short-term budgeting and  
project management. 

Recommendations 1.1, 2.1 and 4.1 are of particular note. They are all 
foundational recommendations and are some of the harder to implement 
suggestions. However, it was felt that without doubt they will provide 
significant value in making Yamagata City, Yamagata Prefecture and  
the Tohoku region an internationally recognized tourist destination.



4. Recommendations

Focus Area 1: Define target market
The IBM SCC Team believes that Yamagata City needs to develop a 
market segmentation strategy. Every tourist is different. Each one is 
attracted by different destinations and activities. They use different 
entertainment facilities and can complain about different aspects of 
their vacation. And while all tourists are different, some are more like 
each other than others. Acknowledging that every tourist is different, 
and that the tourism industry cannot possibly cater to everyone 
separately, confirms the need for market segmentation.  

The benefit of market segmentation is that a tourist destination  
can specialize in the needs of a particular group, and become the 
best in catering for this group. In doing so, Yamagata City gains  
a competitive advantage because:
• Competition can be reduced from the global market to destinations 

specializing in the same market segment (e.g. all ecotourism 
destinations)

• Efforts can be focused on improving the product in a specific way, 
rather than trying to provide all things to all people at a high cost (e.g., 
a family destination is unlikely to need extensive nightlife options)

• Marketing efforts can be focused by developing the most effective 
message for the targeted segment and by communicating the 
message through the most effective communication channels (e.g., 
in National Geographic or other nature magazines for ecotourists)

• Tourists experiencing a vacation at a destination that suits their 
individual needs are likely to be more satisfied with their stay and, 
consequently, revisit and advertise the destination among 
like-minded friends

Tourists do not come in one form, and market segmentation is the 
strategic tool to account for these differences. It is widely used by 
researchers and the tourism industry to study opportunities for 
competitive advantage. And Yamagata City could meet its future 
inbound tourists target goals by researching the market opportunity 
and developing its own tourist segmentation plan. 

To be successful, the defined segments should be:
• Measurable (based on size, purchasing power and segment profile) 
• Substantial (there should be enough people in this segment to 

make investment profitable)
• Accessible (can easily be reached)
• Differential (is distinctive from others)
• Actionable (enables effective programs and campaigns  

to be developed)

By targeting the segments that have the highest propensity to 
engage, Yamagata City can develop a more effective branding and 
marketing strategy. Segmentation should be made on the basis of:
• Which consumers will best respond to the Yamagata City brand
• What most addresses a buyer’s needs and motivations
• Where consumers are in the buying cycle
• Quantifiable characteristics that link to Key Performance Indicators 

(KPIs) such as size and market share
• Ease of persona (profile) identification
• Feasibility in targeting (based on fiscal, resource and practical 

considerations) and the consistent growth potential of the segment

It’s important to understand the buying behaviors of each segment 
and to develop consumer profile (via surveys and tracking of data-rich 
websites).
• First start with a brand DNA study to evaluate the strengths  

and weaknesses of the brand
• Segment to identify the target groups to focus on
• Identify primary and secondary targets
• Establish the brand positioning
• Motivate tourists to interact with the brand in meaningful ways

Once the target audience is segmented, the influencers, brand 
ambassadors, evangelists and advocates should also be identified. 
Using these individuals or groups will maximize brand activation 
efficiency and increase response rates.
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Segmentation drives efficient activation
To optimize brand management efficiency, achieve/retain competitive 
advantage and increase conversions, there must be alignment 
between brand segmentation, messaging and activation.

Successfully segmenting the brand and aligning it with activation 
increases:
• Top-of-mind awareness
• Brand likeability
• Brand purchase

By identifying the best customers, the best media and message  
can be identified to engage them.

When planning marketing activities, segmentation must be kept  
in mind to determine which elements to include in the marketing 
strategy. This is because the right mix of marketing activities and 
vehicles is closely linked to the behaviors of the target audience.

Market segmentation and building a differentiated value proposition 
are two of marketing’s most powerful tools for guiding a marketing 
strategy. It clearly identifies which consumer targets will generate the 
highest return in conversions and provides a better view of how to 
best reach and engage them.

Once the audience has been segmented, it can be aligned with 
activation. Brand activation involves bringing a brand to life in the 
marketplace. It’s about delivering brand growth by using all channel 
opportunities to connect with consumers and deepen their 
experiences/relationships with the brand. 

Brand activation requirements:
• Convert brand strategies into innovative activity plans
• Develop closer marketplace connections with consumers
• Implement consumer activation programs
• Drive brand visibility and channel presence
• Monitor market developments and brand performance

It is paramount to establish an emotional or rational attachment 
between consumers and the Yamagata brand to foster engagement. 
This is aligned with crafting perceptions and behaviors in relation to 
the City. The SCC attraction reviews and stakeholder interviews 
revealed some strong brand themes that could be used throughout 
Yamagata’s brand creation: 
• Yamagata represents the old Japan
• The people in Yamagata are very friendly and it is a safe place to visit
• The region has four distinct seasons, providing extremely different 

experiences
• There is a palpable love of local produce and the culinary offerings 

that stem from local ingredients and culture
• The region is full of natural beauty such as the hot springs, the 

mountains, rivers, forests and rice fields



17Smarter Cities Challenge report 

Recommendation 1.1: Segment and quantify the tourist market

The City should create a tourism strategy that defines the target audience and set milestones to achieve the goal. 

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
• Define and quantify the target markets 
• Research decision-making and consideration factors for selecting a Japanese holiday for each segment 
• Conduct segmentation brainstorming sessions across the whole region and attractions to help define target markets

Expected outcomes
• Improve understanding of tourist wants and needs, enabling the City to better design tourism services to meet specific requirements  

and expectations
• Prioritize budget and actions by focusing on impactful markets and segment marketing activities 
• Create powerful offerings by collaborating with other prefectures 

Cost of inaction
Less-focused and non-differentiated marketing activities (which is mandatory to achieve Yamagata City’s goal).

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Yamagata City should create a newly established “Marketing 
Organization,” which requires specific tourism marketing skills and 
expertise, collaborating with Destination Management Company 
(DMC), e.g., Omotenashi Yamagata Co., Ltd. and other regions. 

Stakeholders:
• Mayor of Yamagata City
• Yamagata City Office, Industry and Tourism
• Yamagata Prefecture, Tourism and Products Association
• Yamagata Prefecture, Inbound Tourism and International 

Exchange Promotion Division
• Sendai City Office, Culture and Tourism Bureau
• Tourism Associations of each site (e.g., Dewa, Yamadera)
• Omotenashi Yamagata Co., Ltd.
• Life Bridge, CEO

• Assign a “chief marketing officer” (may require external hiring)
• Hire/outsource marketing resources having marketing, digital, plan  

and execution skills
• Existing resources, including people and budget, to be centralized  

under the CMO

Cost estimate: Medium
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Recommendation 1.1: Segment and quantify the tourist market

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and time frame

Establishment of Program Management Office and Office  
of Enterprise Information Technology

2018-2019
• Prepare for organization centralization and chief marketing  

officer appointment
• Appoint chief marketing officer, centralize organization,  

create marketing organization
• Define the target and quantify the market
• Set milestone
• Prioritize budget and resources

2020 and beyond
• Validate progress, refine the target, maintain organization

Priority

High – This recommendation is key to achieve Yamagata City’s goal of increased tourism. To achieve it, marketing insights and capabilities will need 
to effectively identify and reach the target market.

Focus Area 2 – Marketing Yamagata
The IBM Yamagata SCC team believes a well-conceived brand strategy 
can provide increased awareness, competitiveness, effectiveness and 
efficiency in how the City is presented by various city and government 
agencies. It will set the guidelines for how the City should communicate 
and the delivery of experiences for target audiences.

If there’s a gap between the reality of the City or downtown, and the 
expectations and perceptions held by outsiders, then a strategy is 
needed to bridge this gap. Regardless of whether people hold an 
overly positive or negative image, the City must address the situation 
since both scenarios can cause problems. An unrealistically positive 
destination image can lead to disappointment, while a negative one 
will lead prospects to spend their time and money elsewhere (and 
possibly perpetuate negative word of mouth).

The IBM SCC team identified many instances where tactical decisions 
were driving destination marketing programs. Now it’s time to use 
brand strategy to coordinate those disparate activities and make the 
most of scarce resources. The materials used in Yamagata City’s 
marketing portfolio may look great, but without a brand strategy, it will 
be a matter of luck as to whether there is consistency in their look, story 
and content. If various destination stakeholder marketers constantly 
change their communications in the hope of finding a message that  
will strike the right chord, there will continue to be confusion. Brand 
planning is the ideal way to avoid instances where there is no 
consistency or clarity to the way Yamagata City presents itself.  
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Developing a strong brand strategy will ensure the City will:
• Lead with its most distinctive and competitive strengths—it’s people, 

authenticity, natural beauty, rich culture and spiritual heritage 
• Assist in overcoming a dated or inaccurate image of itself
• Inspire new infrastructure developments, revitalization programs  

or a major event that will help to redefine the City
• Create consistency in messaging from the City and its partners 

which currently lacks focus, consistency or market relevance
• Bridge the gap between the City’s promise and its reality
• Assure resources are being applied in an efficient and  

coordinated manner

Stakeholder benefits of developing and implementing 
a brand strategy
1. City marketing organization (downtown, tourism and 
economic development marketers and their partners)
• Provides a strategic focus based on issues that drive a competitive 

advantage and on ways to connect with key audiences
• Fosters a unified and cooperative approach to build the  

City’s reputation and create a prosperous business climate
• Provides a decision-making framework to build a strong identity 

and avoid contradictory and changing messages
• Results in a higher return on investment (ROI) from marketing activities
• Captures the strengths and personality of the area that enables all 

stakeholders to use similar, consistent and compelling messages
• Provides product and business development opportunities

2. External customers and visitors
• Provides peace of mind by increasing trust and reducing uncertainty
• Establishes a clear and valued point of difference in the  

consumer’s mind
• Saves time and effort when it comes to making choices
• Taps into their needs and desires
• Provides perceived added value and benefits

3. Yamagata City community
• Creates a unifying focus to aid all organizations that rely on the 

reputation and image of the City for all or part of their livelihood
• Addresses out-of-date, inaccurate or unbalanced perceptions
• Leads to improved stakeholder income, profit margins and  

tax revenues
• Increases the ability to attract, recruit and retain talented people
• Enhances civic pride

A brand strategy will bring increased effectiveness and efficiency to 
Yamagata City’s marketing investments and the way that it presents 
itself, as well as providing many unexpected benefits for a wide variety 
of stakeholders.
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Recommendation 2.1: Build the Yamagata brand

The City should address brand identity fragmentation and develop a brand strategy with appropriate consultation to help differentiate Yamagata.

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
• Encourage the adoption of a common brand in any marketing effort
• Develop the Yamagata brand and align the diverse regional assets to target the market segments
• Set up a storytelling competition to showcase the Yamagata brand to the target markets

Expected outcomes
• Help to differentiate and sell Yamagata 
• Improve the effectiveness of marketing activities and realize the goal faster
• Motivate local people and regions

Cost of inaction
Lose tourist awareness and fail to differentiate Yamagata. In turn, this will make it harder to increase the number of tourists and achieve the specified goal.

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Yamagata City Office, Chief Marketing Officer

Stakeholders:
• Mayor of Yamagata City
• Yamagata City Office, Industry and Tourism
• Yamagata Prefecture, Tourism and Products Association
• Yamagata Prefecture, Inbound Tourism and International 

Exchange Promotion Division
• Sendai City Office, Culture and Tourism Bureau, Senior Director
• Tourism Association of each site (e.g., Dewa, Yamadera)
• Omotenashi Yamagata Co. Ltd.
• Life Bridge, CEO
• Other Yamagata Tourism Stakeholders

• Chief marketing officer for branding
• Branding specialist (may hire externally or outsource)
• Marketing specialist; if possible, a non-Japanese person from the target 

markets skilled in storytelling

Cost estimate: Medium for design and implementation
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Recommendation 2.1: Build the Yamagata brand

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and time frame

• Budget and/or funding
• Complicated relationships and power balances among  

multiple organizations
• Appropriate skill acquisition

2018-2019
• Prepare for chief marketing officer appointment and marketing 

organization establishment 
• Appoint chief marketing officer, centralize the organization and create  

a marketing organization
• Assess the value of Yamagata assets and build the Yamagata brand
• Create the story to target markets and promote it across all 

communications and channels, including digital platforms

2020 and beyond
• Track and evaluate brand performance 

Priority

High – This recommendation is critical to driving awareness of the Yamagata brand through the stories to meet the target markets’ persona  
(wants and needs).

The SCC team felt strongly that the combination of the tourism  
assets of attractions and people represented something special  
and “marketable”, the themes the SCC Team identified formed a 
powerful message about why visitors should consider Yamagata.  
The SCC team also felt that neither Yamagata nor Tohoku could 
compete with the main tourist spots of Tokyo, Osaka or Kyoto. Rather, 
Yamagata could be seen as the provider of something additional and 
different. As an example, the team created a brand for the purposes  
of illustration—Yamagata, the Japan you don’t yet know. The strapline 
introduces the unique elements of the region and reinforces a desire 
to visit this undiscovered city.

Figure 7
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The SCC team also felt it was important to acknowledge there are 
some travel and infrastructure issues which international tourists would 
occasionally face. However, what can often be seen as a negative can 
also be used as a motivator. Here, our illustrative brand hints at the 
nature of the challenges and the rewards to be gained by visiting.

The following examples use challenge as a motivator, and are more 
specific to the potential rewards. These kinds of approaches are useful 
for tying together the components of themed itineraries or experiences, 
and provide a common visual identity for tourist attractions and bodies 
to work to.

Figure 8
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Recommendation 2.2: Deploy the Yamagata brand

The City should create a marketing and digital strategy to promote the Yamagata brand to deliver the right messages to the right targets, and monitor  
its performance. 

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
• Ensure marketing is differentiated by segment for each attraction
• Revamp digital assets to reflect all the segments and align them to one brand
• Build international presence and awareness with targeted marketing and efficient execution 

Expected outcomes
• Maximize brand awareness among the correct targets
• Deliver the messages internationally at right costs
• Optimize and improve marketing execution ROI

Cost of inaction
Failure to increase market awareness, execute the right marketing activities, maximize ROI and achieve the specified goal.

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Yamagata City Office, Chief Marketing Officer / Chief  
Digital Officer

Stakeholders:
• Mayor of Yamagata City
• Yamagata City Office, Industry and tourism
• Yamagata Prefecture, Tourism and Products Association
• Yamagata Prefecture, Inbound Tourism and International 

Exchange Promotion Division
• Sendai City Office, Culture and Tourism Bureau, Senior Director
• Tourism Association of each site (e.g., Dewa, Yamadera)
• Omotenashi Yamagata Co. Ltd.
• Life Bridge, CEO
• Other Yamagata Tourism Stakeholders

• Chief marketing officer 
• Marketing specialist for building strategy
• Digital marketing officer and specialist for building digital marketing 

strategy and earning the right acknowledgments 
• Marketing specialist with digital skills who is a digital native and  

of the millennial generation

Cost estimate: Medium for hiring people and purchasing digital 
technologies such as search engine marketing (SEM)
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Recommendation 2.2: Deploy the Yamagata brand

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and time frame

• Budget and/or funding
• Appropriate skill acquisition

2018-2019
• Prepare for Chief marketing officer appointment and the establishment  

of the marketing organization 
• Appoint Chief marketing officer and centralize the organization
• Build the marketing and digital strategy for the marketing segments
• Execute the marketing tactics utilizing digital technologies to address 

international markets for an appropriate ROI

2020 and beyond
• Review the marketing strategy
• Track and evaluate the strategy and execution

Priority

High

Focus Area 3 – Experience packaging
Once the work is under way to develop the Yamagata brand and 
perform market segmentation, the next important step is to develop 
experience packages to attract the inbound visitors. The IBM Smarter 
Cites Challenge team believes that the Yamagata Prefecture has five 
unique assets (citizens, nature, culture, cuisine, weather) that once 
communicated, will help to differentiate the city from other key Japan 
tourist areas.  

Research indicates that the touring and adventure segment is a  
broad demographic market seeking sightseeing and soft-adventure 
experiences of the type that can be found in the Yamagata Prefecture.  
This market tends to be well-educated with higher than average 
proportion who are university-educated and have higher than 
average household incomes. The good news is, when it comes to 
popularity with international travelers, Japan ranks near the top of the 
list.  Research shows that Japan’s tourism industry is on a growth 
curve. The City must look for innovative and cost-effective ways to 
take full advantage of this burgeoning market and compete with  
other regions of Japan and grow tourism in a sustainable way. 

The SCC team suggests that a key to success of the experience 
packaging focus area will be the development of “Digital Yamagata” 
(Focus Area 4). Today, Yamagata City and the Prefecture are not 
well-known to inbound tourists. Implementation of the Digital 
Yamagata concept will be the most cost-efficient way to reach  
the touring and adventure travel audience. 

The process of developing experience packages should take into 
consideration the needs and demands of tourists, and are generally 
defined in terms of the following: 
• Attractions
• Activities
• Access
• Accommodations
• Amenities

Attractions are a key element that need to be considered in 
assessing the tourism potential of Yamagata. The Prefecture has 
many scenic, natural, cultural and heritage attractions, including 
entertainment and recreational facilities. Developing packages that 
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include attractions and transportation enables tourists to have  
a satisfying experience.  Ensuring an easy transition between 
attractions will ensure that the visitors have an opportunity to  
explore all the region has to offer.  

Activities will provide interesting or entertaining diversions for people 
once they are in the area. Activities add variety and can make a visit 
more enjoyable, but it is important to understand that they cannot 
replace attractions. Some activities to consider are shopping, hiking 
and events. 

Access requirements for visitor access include:
• Safe and convenient public transport (especially for  

international visitors)
• Well-signed and maintained roads
• Parking facilities at major attractions
• Links between transport modes and attractions
• Public transport from parking areas to the site of activities,  

such as special events or festivals
• Safe walking and cycling

Accommodations are important to inbound visitors who have a 
variety of needs like dining and spa services and are also more likely 
to spend more on attractions and activities. A variety in style and 
quality of accommodations in Yamagata will provide an important 
means to increase the economic impact of visitors.

Amenities are services that most visitors take for granted until they 
are not there, such as visitor information centers, telecommunications, 
roads, drinking water, toilet blocks, rubbish bins, signage and park 
benches.

If Yamagata provides attractions but no amenities, it is unlikely to 
maximize economic benefit from tourists, while destinations that develop 
amenities without attractions will be frustrated by the lack of visitors.

The SCC team recommends exploring experience packages in the 
areas listed below. The development and availability of content in the 
visitor’s language will be an important satisfier for the tourist. This is 
where Digital Yamagata can ensure a rich experience for the visitor.  

Ecotourism package
Yamagata’s expansive countryside is perfect for ecotourism. Generally 
considered to fall under the category of soft adventure tourism, 
ecotourism is a form of travel whereby the adventurer explores 
undeveloped, natural and culturally sensitive areas with a desire to 
experience it while leaving it intact and unchanged. Ecotourism is done 
with minimal equipment and accommodation, relying on an ecologically 
and culturally sensitive approach for procuring food and shelter, such as 
forgoing established resorts and restaurants in favor of locally owned 
and sourced alternatives. 

Cultural or heritage package
Yamagata’s rich history is perfect for cultural experience packages. 
Unearthing the history, the language and, ultimately, the people of a 
destination can be one of travel’s most rewarding aspects. Cultural 
tours will let visitors to Yamagata experience the current and rich 
history of this area of Japan. 

Food experience package
Yamagata has some of the best sake and locally grown foods in Japan.  
A culinary or food tour would be a professionally guided tour of the 
local food and beverage scene and may include hands-on workshops. 
Food tours can be a great way to get a taste for local ingredients  
and artisan products as well as to learn the history and culture  
of the region, particularly with respect to how it influenced the 
development of the cuisine.

Developing Digital Yamagata will be an important factor in the  
success of the tourism packages. The SCC team concluded that  
to be successful (as tourists will need to plan, enjoy and share their 
experiences), having experience packages, supported by digital  
and other infrastructure initiatives, will be critical. 
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Recommendation 3.1: Build experience packages

The City should develop experience packages for the target segments to ensure visitor satisfaction and to increase tourism revenue.

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
• Develop a culture of seeing Yamagata as a series of connected and themed destinations by the different tourist segments. This will be particularly 

effective when matched to tourist segments and the Yamagata brand
• Promote the history or context of locations in Yamagata City and tourist attractions. Focusing on building the inexpensive items first, this can  

be done with history plates and information for tourists that link to the themes
• Form a strategic alliance with Tohoku University departments (History, Culture, Design and Cuisine) for an exchange program to help develop 

content or experiences (there is also the added benefit of sponsorship and credibility)
• Look for ways to increase spending potential at attractions

Expected outcomes
• Increase in visitor satisfaction, value perception and uptick in attraction and transportation revenue
• Make it easier for visitors to pack more into their visit

Cost of inaction
Projected revenue targets will not be achieved, and there will be stagnant or declining return visitor rates.

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Yamagata City should use the newly established “Marketing 
Organization” to work with the DMC (Omotenashi Yamagata Co., 
Ltd.) along with attraction business and transportation owners

Stakeholders:
• Mayor of Yamagata City
• Yamagata City Office, Industry and Tourism
• Yamagata Prefecture, Tourism and Products Association
• Yamagata Prefecture, Inbound Tourism and International 

Exchange Promotion Division
• Sendai City Office, Culture and Tourism Bureau, Senior Director
• Tourism Association of each site (e.g., Dewa, Yamadera)
• Omotenashi Yamagata Co., Ltd.
• Green Tourism Corporation

• Chief marketing officer
• Marketing experts (to create the story)
• Specialist for marketing assets 
• Native supporter to validate stories and the experiences

Cost estimate: Medium—for the creation of assets
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Recommendation 3.1: Build experience packages

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and time frame

• Audience segmentation marketing needs to be completed  
• Attraction owners and transportation companies need to  

work together to identify and build packages

2018
• Segment the target audience 
• Create the “story” for the target segment’s interest, with the assistance  

of the local citizens
• Promote the storytelling as part of the experience by using Digital 

Yamagata resources and services 

2018 and beyond
• Review the effectiveness of the “story of experience” 
• Revise experience tours to better fit the target audience 

Priority

High 

The following illustration gives an example of an experience package 
designed around a spiritual theme. The knitting together of several of 
Yamagata’s attractions into a seamless experience gives the tourist a 
context with which to experience each, what would otherwise have 
been individual components. As you’ll read in the later recommendations, 
enabling the experience with digital and technical assistance 
reinforces why each attraction has been pulled together into  
a single, overall themed experience.
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Experience package
Dewa Sanzan, a spiritual experience

8:30 
Luxurious bus  
pick-up

10:00 
Arrived at Torii, a 
gate for the shrine

 
Goiyu-no-to,  
five roof shrine

 
Stone steps  
to the shrine

12:30 
Try the monk’s 
vegetable diet

13:30 
Guided tour  
by a monk

19:30 
Bus drop-off

 
Mirror pond

 
Dewa Sanzan 
Shrine

16:30 
Ginzan Onsen 
town, hot spring

 
Clean hands before 
going to the worship 
service

1 2

34

5 7

Figure 9
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Recommendation 3.2: Generate awareness of experience packages

The City should promote themed experience packages that include multiple attractions, venues and opportunities all backed by the Yamagata brand.

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
• Train tour guides and tourism ambassadors to improve their non-Japanese communication skills and ensure that any printed and digital marketing 

collateral is also well-written in non-Japanese languages. 
• Ensure a strong presence on travel websites such as TripAdvisor
• Collaborate with groups which can contextualize the experience package. For example, for the health and well-being experience package, consult 

and collaborate with Yamagata University, Yamagata Hospital, onsens, ryokans and sporting interest groups
• Offer working holidays or a cultural exchange program for international specialists and advisors, such as special interest tour groups, event 

organizers, tourism advisors and travel writers to help Yamagata tourism bodies get a non-local’s eye on tourism
• Use geolocation to create and promote services and apps for experience packages. Expose the experiences for tourists that wish to walk, 

run, cycle, drive and use public transport through the elements of a package. For examples, see www.strava.com, printed historic trails and the 
Yamagata plate tour quiz loyalty program 

• Build example stories using the experience packages and target personas to show how marketing, social networks and technology can be  
used to promote Yamagata

Expected outcomes
• Maximize holiday tour spending in Yamagata
• Maximize the profitability of the stakeholders, such as attraction sites, transportation, restaurants and gift shops
• Empower the tourist by showing them how to get the most out of Yamagata

Cost of inaction
• Yamagata remains at the bottom of visitor rankings in the Tohoku region
• The continuing decline of tourist visits to Yamagata

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Yamagata City Office, Industry and Tourism Board

Stakeholders:
• Mayor of Yamagata City
• Yamagata Prefecture, Tourism and Products Association
• Yamagata Prefecture, Inbound Tourism and International 

Exchange Promotion Division
• Sendai City Office, Culture and Tourism Bureau, Senior Director
• Tohoku Tourism Promotion Office
• Transportation Companies (bus, taxi, bicycle, etc.)
• Tourism Association of each site (e.g., Yamagata, Yamadera, Zao)
• Omotenashi Yamagata Co., Ltd.
• Life Bridge, CEO

• Chief marketing officer
• Marketing experts (promotion, digital marketing)
• Regional/international tourist agencies
• Local ambassadors to create buzz on social media and Digital Yamagata

Cost estimate: Medium 
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Recommendation 3.2: Generate awareness of experience packages

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and time frame

• Markets targeted by segmentation
• Readiness of Digital Yamagata and its ambassadors 
• Readiness of each asset (e.g., restaurants, guides and hotels)

2018
• Implement target segmentation and analyze target preferences
• Determine tactics and then execute strategy 

2018 and beyond
• Examine and review the tactics ROI and effectiveness
• Revise tactics to fit the target audience 

Priority

High 

Harvesting User Generated Content (reviews, photos, posts, videos, 
tips and tricks) is an excellent way of growing content. A digital 
platform sits outside of geography, is available 24/7 and can be 
consumed by many different parties for many different uses. Using 
geolocation, tagging or context, allows the information to be sifted, 
categorized, searched and sorted. It also fuels a system that provides 
information for the right audiences, at the right time, place and context. 
A major bonus for everyone in the ecosystem is the shared visibility 
into important activities and metrics. This ensures tourists and tourism 
businesses make the right decisions, based on timely information. As 
a result, measuring and monitoring becomes much easier for all 
parties when data flows unrestricted through a common system. 

The SCC team researched how Yamagata tourist information 
appears over the internet for inbound tourists. It found that only  
a small amount of information could be found on travel forums,  
travel booking or search sites, such as TripAdvisor, or even  
social networking sites. Even Google search results returned a 
fragmented and limited view of Yamagata and the Tohoku region.

To increase Yamagata’s visibility on the internet, and to make it a more 
appealing tourist destination, the SCC team believes that Yamagata City 
should consider undertaking some or all the following activities to 
become the nation’s leading city/prefecture/region for digital tourism.

Focus Area 4 – Information accessibility
It’s not unreasonable for tourists to request help. The SCC team  
found it tough to find attractions, discover more about them and put 
itineraries together. And at times, simply moving around the area  
in search of some of the fantastic things Yamagata has to offer  
proved challenging. 

Meeting tourist expectations by delivering in-context assistance, 
information, advice and motivation would make Yamagata a national 
leader in digital tourism. Going “digital” means many things should be 
thought out in the context of a journey for all the stakeholders. And 
trying to develop a data platform and all the services in one go will  
be unwise. Rather, setting some ground-rules at the outset will  
pay dividends because it will help encourage the creation of an 
ecosystem of providers and subscribers in a digital landscape.  
The diagram opposite shows some of the main facets of digital 
tourism in the context of Yamagata and Tohoku.

First and foremost, it is crucial that the entire system drives toward 
better engagement of the tourists themselves. Engagement will  
come in many forms—assistance, information, motivation, awareness, 
control, and interaction with relevant parties and bodies. Without 
engagement, there is no point building a digital tourism platform. 
However, the flipside of engagement is that a tourist can also be a 
provider of information—the so-called “shared or earned awareness.” 
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Figure 10
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A. Deploy more Open Data1  

Create pools of data
It is highly recommended to create pools of data, using Open Data 
formats and strategies around the tourist attractions and activities. 
Additionally, information which can be used to help tourists research, 
plan, execute and enjoy their trip should become part of the everyday 
tourist data fabric. Items from the Open Data Guide with three stars  
or above in the five start Data Schema should be the first kinds to be 
managed by Yamagata. By having data available with three stars or  
above, it becomes more machine readable and can be reused easily  
by applications. Four- or five-star data is even better, but it does have 
more of a burden in capture, curating, storing and keeping it current.

Include longitude and latitude information in the data
For tourism Open Data, it is also highly recommended to include 
longitude and latitude information in the data wherever possible.  
This kind of information is extremely useful for developing geolocation-
based applications and services to help and guide tourist activities 
before, during and after a visit to the region.

Yamagata City does not have to produce the data (other than the  
data that the City already has). It should instead focus on creating 
widely adopted Open Data guidelines for contributors who produce 
data and application for developers/consumers who use the data.
• While generating Open Data content, use copyright license as 

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)
• Contributors can be encouraged to produce Open Data entries  

in non-Japanese languages as well. This means it can also  
be used by applications serving non-Japanese communities

• Write data description in UTF-8 encoding so that the data can be 
described in any language and applications that use the data. It 
can also be internationalized without difficulty, rendering specific 
characters in each language’s code

B. Data repository 

• It is recommended to serve data by structured layers which the 
user can easily find and search

• The use of http://www.city.yamagata-yamagata.lg.jp/opendeta/  
as a data repository is satisfactory if it has an appropriate 
disclaimer for the use of Open Data on the server 

C. User Generated Content

• Shizuoka Prefecture should use User Generated photographic 
content with geolocation to apply on a map application: http://
fugaku3776.okfn.jp/. This is a good example of how User 
Generated Content is used on an app.

• During the project, as a demonstration, the SCC team built a small 
example application using Open Data: https://yamagata-scc.
mybluemix.net/. The application uses Open Data and contains 
geolocated data provided by Yamagata City’s Open Data project 
and some SCC team user-generated content on tourist attractions 
visited by the SCC team (Yamagata City’s Open Data is available 
from the City’s website home page).

• The SCC team recommends that Yamagata tourism ambassadors 
have a clear role as user-generated content contributors by posting 
photographs with descriptions with hash tags such as #Yamagata 
on social media.  

D. Allow free data access

• Allow data access for any developers to reuse data from Yamagata 
City’s data repository 

• Allow contributors to upload data to share under CC BY 4.0 

E. Build communities

• Build communities who are savvy with IT, social media or blogging 
so that they can help publicize Yamagata and its tourist attractions

• Organize hackathon events to generate tourism ideas and apps  
by using Open Data or data generated by the City or collaborators

• Encourage communities to develop apps to help guide tourists  
and ensure that the access log can be collected in an effective way 
by Yamagata City to help analyze tourist attributes and activities 
during their stay in Yamagata or the Tohoku region

• Create communities for interest groups from the Yamagata 
documentary film festival and encourage them to create Yamagata 
tourism promotion films that can be watched online and on apps

F. Contributors 

• Communities and city ambassadors can create data repositories 
and apps, but Yamagata City must also organize events and set  
up data repository environments 

G. Subscribers

• Subscribers are tourists and tourist agencies, DMC, private 
companies and prospective tourists for Yamagata and the  
Tohoku region

1. Open Data Guide Revision.2. http://www.vled.or.jp/news/1507/150730_001192.php
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Recommendation 4.1: Develop Digital Yamagata

Yamagata should become the nation’s leading city for digital tourism.

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
Data and Technology
• Define and host a single geolocation-aware database for attractions, accommodation and infrastructure across Yamagata and Tohoku
• Develop a WORM (Write Once, Read Many) culture (Yamapedia) for content to be used across the Tohoku region
• Define and host a single database for attractions and problem areas to curate Digital Yamagata (Open Data)
• Integrate Digital Yamagata into tourism booking and marketing databases
• Ensure data flows bidirectionally and embed analytics into data flows, e.g., use QR campaign codes at tourist attractions 

Communities
• Create a working consortium to encourage the use of Open Data to digitize attractions and an Open Data tagging structure to apply to digitized 

attractions. These enable a segment to pull together a collection of activities for a specific interest (e.g., all spiritual attractions with a suggested 
physical itinerary) 

• Promote the use of a single, sustainable and widely adopted advertising, researching and booking system/data architecture for all Tohoku 
accommodation and attraction venues

• Have a resource who promotes data to be surfaced in user and contributor services

Contributors
• Encourage, incentivize and curate User Generated Content (e.g., each member of City staff owns 10 things in a prefecture to help curate photos, 

stories, links to other resources as a starting point, and promote its culture) 
• Build a framework for tourists, attraction managers/staff and the Yamagata citizens to provide User Generated Content (capture local history, 

promote my village/family/farm)

Advocacy of a digital strategy
• Open Data use at attractions or problem areas (geolocation driving access to information)
• Encourage and support “experience tour” building apps and services 
• Infuse intelligence and decision support into data that can be surfaced in user and contributor services
• Encourage community and end-user participation in bidirectional data flows and exchanges
• Encourage entrepreneurial activity around digital tourism (development and apps)
• Sponsor a prefecture/region-wide home-grown documentary industry as a contributory source of content that can be screened at an international 

documentary film festival. Ensure that it can also be published and made available for purchase or rental viewing, and from the Yamagata/Tohoku 
documentaries collection in the IDFF archive

• Host hackathon events to encourage and support the creation of tourist apps
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Recommendation 4.1: Develop Digital Yamagata

Scope and expected outcomes

Expected outcomes
• Open Data for culture and tourism will attract many private companies and individuals to build apps without Yamagata City incurring any 

development costs 
• Open Data will be easily pulled onto websites such as Trip Advisor or SNS integrations
• Bidirectional campaigns with QR codes at tourist attractions means that the City can collect and understand tourist attributes and their activities 
• Bidirectional data flows enable the community and end-users to collect content

Cost of inaction
“If your business relies on tourism, it will be virtually invisible without digital.”2  

The City may lose the opportunity to revitalize the local economy with Open Data. It would also miss out on other local governments’ tourism 
statistics which could generate new business opportunities or ideas. Without Open Data for Yamagata, new business ventures and jobs will not be 
realized. There also will be no data collection or tracking of inbound tourists and their feedback.

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Yamagata City staff (Tourism Division or Public Relations)

Stakeholders:
• Yamagata City staff (Tourism Division and Public Relations,  

and Information Planning Management Division)
• DMC to organize and obtain hotel, shop and tourist attraction’s 

Open Data in a unified format
• Private company owners (hotels, shops etc.)
• Tourist attractions 
• Yamagata City ambassadors

People
• Yamagata City citizens

Technology
• No technology required, only basic knowledge of the data format
• Upload content onto Yamagata City’s portal site
• Video library, such as a YouTube channel

Funding
• Staff is required to maintain and curate the data
• Fund the promotion of events such as hackathons and set up web pages  

to meet Open Data requirements—sponsorship for the events from, for 
example, Yamagata City, Yamagata Prefecture, Yamagata tourism 
associations and private companies

Cost estimate: Medium

If hosting environments already exist, then use them. Develop programs  
for accepting user- or community-generated content and store them on  
a database. Cost will vary dependent on the environment (the tenant type 
cloud environment costs less and is more scalable when compared to an 
environment on premise).

2. www.sequence.co.uk/insights/the-future-of-digital-tourism



35Smarter Cities Challenge report 

Recommendation 4.1: Develop Digital Yamagata

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and time frame

This recommendation is prerequisite for the recommendation  
of 4.2 Support the digital tourist.

2018-2019
• Design and develop an environment for Digital Yamagata to host content 

and gather Open Data and user behavior
• Expand and accumulate Open Data in the culture/tourism section of 

Yamagata City’s homepage (source of information: hotels, shops, ryokans, 
attractions, historical spots and transportation companies)   

• Train resources to maintain Open Data in line with good practice 
• Organize a series of Open Data events and build communities who 

participate in Open Data challenges 
• Encourage communities to develop tourism apps and make them available 

from Digital Yamagata
• Promote Digital Yamagata for both developer communities and tourists
• Implement user tracking by monitoring app users and gather user 

attributes via surveys and campaigns 

2020 and beyond
• Continuously host events and increase and update Open Data  

(ensure it is multilingual where possible)
• Gather feedback and analyze tourist statistics. Also publish  

it as Open Data for reuse 

Priority

High 

3. www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01cqx3b

4. https://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/tourism/support-business/digital_en

Although Yamagata’s citizens are a fantastic source of information for 
their local area, they’re also custodians of its history. The stories that 
make a destination memorable are too precious to leave to memories. 
By taking a digital approach, Yamagata can harness the power of its 
citizens and their fascinating viewpoint on geography, culture and 
history. The curation of these stories will generate a powerful 
collection of themes, detail and context to any location (either 
destination, attraction or even just “en route”), and if exposed 
sensitively and within context, can produce some remarkably 
personal, informative and enhanced views throughout Yamagata and 
Tohoku. In the UK, a long-running project to understand and preserve 
a sense of people and place has been formulated into The Listening 

Project3. As promoted in the recommendations above for the 
documentary films for the region, a regional resource for spoken  
word, photographs, videos, tips and other contextual offerings not  
only helps the tourist but also, perhaps more importantly, creates  
a public record of the citizen’s voice. Done well, and sensitively, this 
project could put Yamagata at the forefront of digital citizenship. 

There are many projects around the world on digital tourism and one 
which the reader may be interested to review is from the European 
Union4. It is advised to browse sites like this to see how other countries 
and destinations are putting tourists at the heart of digital initiatives. 
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Recommendation 4.2: Support the digital tourist

The City should undertake initiatives that deliver content and support to Yamagata tourists.

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
Prepare 
• Using Digital Yamagata data, assist vacation planning from abroad by promoting Yamagata tourist attractions and accommodation via major online services
• Make a “Help me prepare to visit Yamagata” system (You have booked your flight, what’s next?)
• Produce an interactive map of Wi-Fi and cellular network access across the Tohoku region, and assure visitors of connections at visitor attractions

Assist
• Expect tourists to use smartphones and Google Translate, so make attractions and problem areas geolocation and context aware and Google-

Translatable. Ensure signage, menus, culturally important instructions are identifiable and are in fonts that are readable via Translate (and encourage 
Google Translate as a default assistant)

• Deliver assistance via geolocation awareness (e.g., Build a One Button Yamagata HELP ME App for use during visit. Incorporate multilanguage, 
multipurpose use of geolocation, Open Data, chat bot and even a live person to speak to 

• Build attraction-based, Open Data sourced attraction guides for personal use by tourists (smartphone delivered to save on infrastructure)
• Use QR codes as a temporary data surfacing mechanism
• Install an AI speaker at the room where a tourist stays to handle research and operational queries

Deliver
• Encourage development of mobile apps and digital services through hackathons, and collaboration with students and local interest groups
• Anything developed should be followed by a responsive design (or at least be optimized for mobile)

Expected outcomes
• The creation of new interactive tourist services (e.g., a Yamagata HELP ME app for use before and during visits (using multi-language chat bot and 

predictive paralytics)
• Bidirectional apps can also collect tourist attributes and behavior data as well as provide assistance 
• Gathering information on problem “hot-spots” along with geolocation and context
• Increased satisfaction with tourist activities and more free-earned promotion via sharing and SNS
• Promoting Yamagata on major travel online services increases the visibility and awareness of Yamagata tourist attractions, which can encourage 

longer stays 
• Tourists will have a more comfortable and positive experience with the Yamagata HELP ME app
• Tourists can deepen their knowledge with free guide at the attraction by scanning a QR code using the free-Wi-Fi, therefore, foregoing large 

infrastructure costs. The City does not need to build an app, it just needs to provide the Open Data. The use of bidirectional applications can also collect 
tourist attributes and behavior (for example, what are the most popular places or items which can be segmented by nationality and age group?)

• Developing using responsive design will enable content to be rendered in any device and it will increase access
• Tourists can have their queries answered 24/7 by a chat bot 

Cost of inaction
• Frustrated or stressed tourists
• Disillusioned tourists and the power of negative opinion
• The app, website and services will help inbound tourists and expand “positive” feedback on SNS, therefore creating a positive cycle 
• Lost opportunities for up-sell and cross-sell
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Recommendation 4.2: Support the digital tourist

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Chief Marketing Officer or City staff (Tourism Division  
or Public Relations)

Stakeholders:
• DMC to obtain private hotels, shops tourist attraction’s  

Open Data in a unified format
• Private company owners, e.g., hotel and shop owners
• Tourist attractions

People
• Social application specialist and designer
• Yamagata citizens and attraction staff to validate the content
• Marketing specialist to promote the use of Yamagata-based content 
• Help desk supporter (potentially a dedicated ambassador team)

Technology
Use of latest social related technologies such as smartphones, websites, 
applications for iOS and Android

Funding
Required for app creation, and marketing, maintenance of developed 
applications and services

Cost estimate: Medium

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and time frame

Recommendation 4.1 – Digital Yamagata is required  
to realize this.

2018
• Prepare mobile app and website designs and link to data
• Prototype and trail the HELP ME app/services
• Launch early versions
• Market the app, website and services to inbound tourists 

2018
• Launch the official app 
• Gather and analyze app data and usage
• Assess where the app can be enhanced and plan enhancement development

2020 and beyond
• Utilize the collected data for the next iteration of marketing and target 

segmentations
• Enhance and fine-tune the app 
• Execute further marketing

Priority

High 
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Recommendation 4.3: Implement a measure-monitor-manage culture 

The City should promote a culture of digital tourism and instigate a shared approach to measuring and reporting movement and trends in tourist-
related activities. 

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
• Set clear and aggressive goals (both short-term and long-term) and publish them
• Be data-driven in tourism decision-making
• Promote open, legal and clearly beneficial tourist tracking (for data gathering and monitoring purposes)
• Define tourism metrics and outline how all constituents provide data and receive performance statistics
• Improve tourist surveying and tourist data collection methodologies. Use digital data wherever possible (e.g., being able to count inbounds at hotels, 

airports and attractions)
• Continuously monitor progress and adjust programs and initiatives based on data
• Introduce predictive analytics wherever possible to assist in forward-looking decision-making —both on organizational levels and on an individual 

tourist level
• Take time to celebrate success

Expected outcomes
• Provide trusted source of information
• Allow all constituents to “buy-in” and see progress

Cost of inaction
No possibilities to do evidence-based activities, gain insight of visitors, reassess what is good or not, and follow the progress.

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Yamagata City Office, Chief Marketing Officer

Stakeholders:
• Mayor of Yamagata City
• Yamagata City Office, Industry and Tourism
• Yamagata Prefecture, Tourism and Products Association
• Yamagata Prefecture, Inbound Tourism and International 

Exchange Promotion Division
• Sendai City Office, Culture and Tourism Bureau, Senior Director
• Tourism Association of each site (e.g., Dewa, Yamadera)
• Omotenashi Yamagata Co., Ltd. 
• Green Tourism Corporation
• Other Tourism Stakeholder

• Chief analytics officer
• Marketing specialist with PDCA (Plan, Do, Check, Action) cycle experience
• Marketing specialist with digital marketing experience 
• Analyst specialist with data analytic skills

Cost estimate: Low for implementation; medium for hiring skilled specialists.
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Recommendation 4.3: Implement a measure-monitor-manage culture 

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and time frame

• Target setting and periodic monitoring and assessments
• Recruit an appropriately skilled person

2018-2019
• Prepare for Chief marketing officer appointment and the establishment  

of a marketing organization 
• Appoint Chief marketing officer and centralize the organization
• Set a clear goal and establish a management system
• Execute PDCA cycle

2020 and beyond
• Review marketing strategy
• Track and evaluate strategy and execution 

Priority

High 

With the application of analytics, Yamagata City can tap into data that 
already exists to gain insights that will lead to a competitive advantage 
in tourism. This strategic imperative addresses the enablement of a 
Smart Tourism platform that will serve as a centralized source of 
tourism data. The platform can be used by the City and Prefecture, 
and serve local businesses and industry to make improved business 
decisions that will lead to better tourism results.

The Smart Tourism platform will aggregate data into an information 
hub where it can be analyzed, mined and accessed to drive informed 
decision-making. This platform will help provide a centralized source 
of tourism data for all stakeholders to use that is consistent, complete 
and current, and should be run and managed by the chief analytics 
officer (CAO).

The CAO should collaborate with stakeholders across the County to 
develop key questions that will assist Yamagata in identifying the data 
that can be used to determine recommendations for improvements. 
The CAO and stakeholders should form these questions based on 
the needs of the Prefecture. 

The CAO will need to develop analytics that can help the County 
decide which tourism sites, attractions and festivals will best increase 
annual tourist visits. The creation of the CAO role could also help 
attract technology skills to the region and contribute to an even  
more dynamic employment market in the region.

To drive tangible and sustainable business impact, the City must 
coordinate the implementation and development of people, process 
and technology in tandem. Please refer to the infographic on next 
page for descriptions of these focus areas and how they work together.



41Smarter Cities Challenge report 

Figure 12: People, process, technology (Source: IBM Analytics Center of Excellence)

1. Skilled resources with a blend of business strategy and advanced analytics skills

2. Subject matter experts in process management, change management and IT
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Focus Area 5 – Tourist infrastructure
Managing a region with all the diverse constituent members toward  
a common goal has its challenges. Providing a cohesive view of the 
region and its tourist assets is continually made more difficult when all 
parties have different agendas, methodologies and are not motivated 
to act as a cooperative. Unfortunately, the result is felt most acutely  
by the tourists, and their loud voices will be heard. Agreeing that 
cooperation is mutually beneficial is the first step toward building  
a vibrant tourism industry in Tohoku. It requires having a common 
purpose, measurable benefits and shared structures in place. 

Destination planning is not a new topic, nor is it a simple task to solve. 
Many destinations are trying to pull resources and bodies together  
to leverage economies of scale and there are many lessons to be 
learned. Additionally, the plans and initiatives relate heavily on history, 
geography and the state of maturity of the destination’s tourism. One 
Destination Management Plan does not fit every situation. It was clear 
to the SCC team that there were many active, able and motivated 

bodies focused on tourism activities across the entire Tohoku region. 
What was also clear were the constraints of regional visibility, asset 
utilization, tourist support and ultimately economic development,  
while also not working together toward a common goal. 

Persuading organizations and changing legislation takes time, 
patience and good will. And it was clear to the SCC team that the 
citizens of Yamagata had these qualities in abundance. Having a 
ready supply of citizens and tourism-related staff on the “front-line” 
acts as a short-term fix for lots of tourist-related issues, but it also 
creates a long-term powerhouse of energy and drive to make tourism 
“sticky” throughout the Tohoku region. The most successful tourist 
areas profit from the engagement of locals in multiple ways. As well  
as being a valuable source of help and interaction for tourists, they are 
also one of the biggest reasons why people visit an area. The local 
citizens hold the strings to the past and can make tourism a personal 
experience. In a world of homogeneity, stories are the biggest holiday 
gifts a tourist can find and share. 

Recommendation 5.1: Collaborate on a common goal

The City should define tourism policies, guidelines and standards. It should also make the Tohoku tourism consortium work as an “inbound tourism hub”,  
and start a collaboration program with Sendai and other regional cities.

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
• Define policies, guidelines and standards for Yamagata City 
• Promote Tohoku tourism as a hub for inbound tourism
• Add feedback functions for greater visibility
• Link the cities to each other and show the search results in maps
• Involve lead academics and citizens to help maximize the tourism industry
• Work together with Sendai tourism division and meet periodically with them
• Implement a set of tourist economics best practices to justify investment options 
• Collaborate with Yamagata City’s four regions

Expected outcomes
• All the investments and efforts of the promotion of Yamagata’s tourism industry is visible to the local populace
• By involving Yamagata citizens, the City can benefit from their efforts 
• Leverage other sightseeing spots in Tohoku to attract tourists to Yamagata
• A modernized Yamagata tourist industry 
• An engaged consortium who sign up to update policies, exchanges and innovation on a periodic basis

Cost of inaction
Less inbound and domestic tourists to Yamagata.
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Recommendation 5.1: Collaborate on a common goal

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Yamagata City Office and the local industry  
and tourism bodies

Stakeholders:
• Mayor of Yamagata City
• Yamagata Prefecture, Tourism and Products Association
• Yamagata Prefecture, Inbound Tourism and International 

Exchange Promotion Division
• Sendai City Office, Culture and Tourism Bureau, Senior Director
• Tohoku Tourism Promotion Office
• Transportation companies (bus, taxi, bicycle, etc.)
• Tourism Association of each site (e.g., Yamagata, Yamadera, Zao)
• Omotenashi Yamagata Co., Ltd.
• Life Bridge, CEO
• Transportation/souvenir shops and sightseeing spots

Recruit a specialist who can leverage local SME’s knowledge and 
experience to aid the tourism industry

Cost estimate: Low—one additional headcount for the tourism  
promotion division

 

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and time frame

This recommendation should be worked as part of Recommendation 
1.1 Segment and quantify the tourist market, as it will encompass 
the planning work

2018-2019
1.  Get to know a Sendai City representative and organize periodic meetings
2.  Budgeting

• Assign budget for one additional headcount for 2018 tourism planning
• Confirm a budget to engage Yamagata citizens (e.g., create hashtags 

and provide menus in English)
3.  List all tourism-related websites and link them to each other

• Ask the neighboring cities and prefectures to link to the Tohoku  
tourism website 

• Collaborate with the four tourism bodies of the region
4.  Publish Yamagata’s tourism plans, policies and guidelines as soon  

as they agreed 

Priority

Medium 
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Recommendation 5.2: Develop an ambassador program

The City should define tourism policies, guidelines and standards. It should also make the Tohoku tourism consortium work as an “inbound tourism 
hub”, and start a collaboration program with Sendai and other regional cities.

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
• Create courses, workshops and events on local history or specialist interests
• Use the program to develop civic pride and ownership
• Package assets for citizens (reuse materials from Open Source Data)
• Use incentives to promote participation rates in the program
• Facilitate language adoption, e.g., cheat sheets for basic phrases
• Use “open days” at attractions to promote local awareness, buy-in and earned awareness
• Encourage and sponsor local participation at tourist events and attractions (e.g., free Discovery Card membership for locals only) 
• Create a university, school, public servant ambassador program which is also open to the public to join

Expected outcomes
• Greater citizen involvement in tourism
• Wider appreciation of tourist and public assets
• An open forum for the exchange of tourism-related topics
• A greater sense of investment in public issues
• Several conduits for creative solutions
• Collaboration and consensus
• Greater awareness of the importance of tourism to the local economy and daily operations, thus making new tourism projects more personally 

relevant to Yamagata citizens
• The opportunity to extend a tourist’s awareness of more activities and destinations

Cost of inaction
• Citizens will stand by and expect the tourism issues to be sorted out without their help
• No sense of ownership of what is ostensibly a public issue
• Limited opportunity to generate innovative solutions to help solve tourism issues
• Tourists will have less support
• Up-sell and cross-sell opportunities are missed
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Recommendation 5.2: Develop an ambassador program

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Yamagata City

Stakeholders:
• Yamagata citizens
• Tohoku University departments and students
• Yamagata University departments and students
• Local interest groups and societies
• Tourism professionals

• Yamagata citizens
• Tourist attraction staff
• Transportation staff
• Restaurant and shop staff
• Hospitality staff

Cost estimate: Low  

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and time frame

4.1 Digital Yamagata 2018
• Publicly state that tourism is vital to the region’s economic development
• Set up working groups to establish methods of disseminating 

ambassador-based resources and information
• Identify appropriate methods of motivating and incentivizing citizens  

and tourism-related staff to become ambassadors
• Involve specialists and data capture/delivery systems to support the 

development of the ambassador program
• Lead by example and set up newsletters and public examples of best practice

Priority

High 

The term ambassador means many things to many audiences.   
And defining the role that Yamagata citizens have in the tourist  
industry is critical to local engagement and tourist support.  
An example of an ambassador program can be found at  
http://accd.vermont.gov/ambassador.
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Recommendation 5.3: Take the mystery out of moving around Yamagata

The City should research problem areas for non-Japanese-speaking tourists and identify/implement remedies where possible.

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
• Remove language and information barriers around transport for international tourists
• Encourage the adoption of experience packaging around a flexible and coordinated transport plan
• Research tourist reactions by using digital data and make specific recommendations for transport type

Expected outcomes
• Improved tourist satisfaction
• Protect revenue opportunities
• Encourage tourists to enjoy and share their happy journey experience via social media 

Cost of inaction
Tourists will not be satisfied with their visit and opportunities to earn revenue will be lost.

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Yamagata City Office, tourism office and other related 
organizations

Stakeholders:
• Transportation companies including airlines, buses, trains and taxis
• Hotels and shops supporting bicycle rental
• Government organizations related to transportation

People
Representatives from transportation (train, taxi, bus, car hire, cycle hire)

Technology
Online self-completion and interviewer-led interviews

Cost estimate: Low  

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and time frame

4.1 Digital Yamagata 2018
• Identify and engage staff from representative companies for each mode  

of transportation
• Conduct face-to-face interviews with tourists and other staff on topics 

of researching, making plans, booking and executing travel around the 
City and region. Conduct in connection with places tourists visit and are 
accommodated

Priority

Low 
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The SCC team believes that Yamagata City could easily produce 
products and services that would facilitate better visitor mobility in the 
City and surrounding areas. The assumption is that visitors who have 
good knowledge and are well-supported tend to carry out a wider 
range of activities, while visitors with less knowledge will keep to the 
inner city or only take preordained transport to specific venues. 
Providing international visitors with the tools to navigate with ease will 
almost certainly encourage visitors to encounter the real Yamagata 
City, Prefecture and region. 

Technology, with contributions from multiple sources, can be used  
to both remove travel obstacles and reinforce tourist themes and 
experience packages. A great example of a low-cost mobile 
approach is the Cycle Tours free app in Sydney, Australia. It takes the 
mystery out of moving around and provides geolocated, context-
aware tourist immersion experience. It gives tourists self-sufficiency 
and security, thereby encouraging participation significantly 
(www.therocks.com/things-to-do/sydney-bike-tours/.)

Recommendation 5.4: Review and revitalize tourist attractions

The City should take an honest, tourist-eye view of the tourist attractions, total travel experience and locations, and compare it with other,  
popular and highly regarded destinations.

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
• Increase human presence at attractions 
• Build tourism-related knowledge and awareness with visitors who interact with the sites and amenities 
• Beautify attractions and resorts (Zao, Yamadera)
• Invite professional photographers to review the sites and make suggestions for improvements
• Create more interactivity and experiential events at attractions and venues 
• Increase the opportunity for additional sales at venues (for souvenirs and ticketing/co-promotion of other attractions in experience packages)
• Incorporate storytelling opportunities to link attractions and venues in line with the themes
• Catalog tourist assets and make a digital inventory

Expected outcomes
• Greater number of repeat visits
• Increase in earned marketing

Cost of inaction
• Attraction attendance and amenity use will decline
• Favorable reputation will be undermined

http://www.therocks.com/things-to-do/sydney-bike-tours/
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Recommendation 5.4: Review and revitalize tourist attractions

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Yamagata City 

Stakeholders:
• Attraction owners
• Amenity management organizations
• Destination tourism bodies

Cost estimate: High  

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and time frame

None 2018
Review assets and agree on a prioritized list of upgrades, refurbishments 
and additional facilities

Priority

Medium 



Make sure a story gets told in connection with every experience 
package. For instance, on a tour of Yamagata’s sake brewerys, tell a 
story of the history of sake, the importance of sake in Japanese culture 
and what makes Yamagata sake truly unique. Or at Kajo Castle, tell a 
story of what life was like for the Samari warriors that lived there and 
what role they played in the history of Japan. Cleverly using the ability 
of tourist attractions to tell relevant interesting stories and to support 
more than one target market means tourists can easily find their “own 
story” within an experience. Their stories are then much more likely to 
be shared with others. 

Make stories and information digitally available
International awareness of Yamagata as a destination is very low. 
Stories and information related to the sites and attractions should  
be made digitally available. For the City to reach a broader potential 
audience via SNS or the internet, contributors could provide digital 
content that is stored and surfaced in endless tourism-oriented 
services and applications. 

Implement Digital Yamagata
Japan’s desire for international tourism and the national government’s 
backing of tourism development activities means Yamagata can  
take advantage of this opportunity. Yamagata has a clear chance  
to become a national leader in digital tourism. Data is the key is to 
validate strategies, assess and monitor activities, and even to test  
out new tourism products. Digital Yamagata must be implemented to 
market Yamagata and mitigate language and travel barriers. It is also 
necessary to provide novel and expected services and solutions right 
into the palm of every tourist, right at the point where they need it. 
Digital Yamagata will also be a framework to collect tourists’ data  
and build a repository of cultural and geographical significance. 

Increase collaboration
The project highlighted the importance that collaboration will have in 
tourism becoming a significant growth engine. Acknowledging that 
the Yamagata Prefecture and Tohoku region are not the primary 
destination for nearly all inbound tourists is a first step to a common 
understanding among tourism bodies. 

Involve the local citizens
The SCC team identified how pivotal Yamagata citizens are to the 
success of tourism in the region—not just as supporters of local and 
regional government’s tourism efforts, but as active and engaged 
ambassadors of the region. Tourism depends on them.  

Japan has an aggressive set of targets for tourism growth. And 
against this backdrop, Yamagata City won the bid for the Smarter 
Cities Challenge because tourism is a way of providing economic 
development to the entire region in the face of population decline. 
However, Yamagata, its citizens, and tourism bodies don’t have the 
confidence that their attractions and amenities are compelling 
enough for inbound tourists. Furthermore, if there is enough potential 
to further develop a tourist industry within the Yamagata Prefecture, 
the City didn’t see a clear path on where to start. As a result, 
Yamagata City requested a fresh and honest appraisal of the  
state of their tourist industry.

The SCC team comprised three nationals who had never visited the 
area and three foreigners from the US and UK. They all experienced 
the assets which Yamagata City wants to promote and listened to as 
many stakeholders as possible. The unanimously stated outcome of 
the investigations confirmed Yamagata had huge potential to increase 
tourism to the area. The region’s tourist assets and total package 
definitively offered something different, exciting and memorable, even 
to a seasoned Japan visitor. 

SCC recommended key actions:
Identify the high-value, high-growth tourist groups
With urgent priority, research should be conducted to identify the 
high-value, high-growth tourist groups. Once identified, clear 
statements and definitions about the target segmentation  
should be made public.

Create the Yamagata brand
With the target markets in mind, strong branding and marketing 
execution programs should be created to match potential tourist 
groups to attractions and experiences.

Define experience themes
It was clear that Yamagata had a lot of attractive tourism opportunities. 
Definable themes ran through all their tourist attractions and these 
should be marketed as experiences rather than isolated attractions. 
Attractions and itineraries should be packaged according to themes 
that appeal to the target segments. Tourists, have a desire for cohesion 
in a destination—this helps reinforce golden threads between steps in 
their itinerary and frames their activities as an experience.

5. Conclusion
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Figure 13

Discover Plan Enjoy Share

I am Linda Brown
Executive with a large 
global company

Age 60
Hometown: Greater New York City 
area. Income $12k per month

Marital status: Married
Marital children: None
Employment: IT Marketing

Education: College graduate
Holiday: Adventure and  
cultural travel

AGE                  60  
GENDER          Female      
WORK              Digital marketing executive
FAMILY            Married, no children
LOCATION      Greater New York City area   
EDUCATION   College graduate         

"We're planning a trip to Japan and wish 
to discover the best area to visit, one that 
provides a rich cultural experience, 
fabulous scenery and opportunities to 
taste local cuisine."

Linda is a Digital Marketing executive who takes 
six personal trips a year for family visits and 
holiday vacations. She and her husband are still 
working but plan to retire in two years and will 
have more time for travel.  They have a “bucket 
list” of places they would like to visit and take a 
major vacation every two years.  They really 
enjoy traveling internationally and many times 
travel with friends. They never use travel 
agencies preferring to do all their research and 
booking on-line.  

Likes when traveling 
Outdoors:   hiking, biking, beaches, skiing. Golf
Food:  regional menu, fine dining, healthily
Culture:  learn about history and traditions, 
museums, fine art, theater 

Goals when booking travel:
To spend less time booking travel
To narrow options quickly

Brands used in research:
TripAdvisor:   https://www.tripadvisor.com/

Yelp: https://www.yelp.com/

Lonely Planet:  https://www.lonelyplanet.com/

AARP:  http://travel.aarp.org/

Expedia:  https://www.expedia.com.my/

KAYAK:  https://www.kayak.com/mobile

Get inspiration for trips from
Friends
Facebook posts 
Newspaper, Magazine and newsletter travel 
stories

Frustrations:
Too much time spent booking - she's busy!
Digital savvy and gets frustrated easily.
Lack of or confusing information.  

Motivations:
Price
Comfort
Convenience
Speed
Experience

  

Adventurous

Limited time

Digital savvy

Curious

Bio 

Once we arrived, we found that 
the Digital Yamagata tourist  
app could provide us with 
transportation, attraction and 
options, including cost information.

Monitor behavior and feedback across the phases to continuously improve tourist experience

We were able to access 
local events information 
and make bookings.

We were able to explore 
restaurants, make reservations 
and translate menus.

Using the app, we were able to 
build next-day itinerary plans 
and book tourist packages.

While we were at tourist 
attractions, we could use  
the Digital Yamagata app  
to provide us with historical 
information and translation 
options.

I found a story in AARP travel 
magazine on Dewa Sanzan 
and Yamagata City. It meets my 
desire to explore the culture, 
cuisine and scenery  
of Northern Japan.

It was easy to find the 
Yamagata tourism site and all 
the packages were laid out and 
easy to understand.

I didn’t have to spend a lot of 
time jumping between sites 
since everything was so well 
organized. I found packages 
to meet my needs at  
good value.

I found a lot of information 
and photos and started to 
feel excited about all the 
attractions in the Yamagata 
area.

I found several options for 
accommodations and found 
one to fit my needs.

I was able to select a central 
accommodation where I 
could make many different 
day trips and decided on an 
Onsen Ryokan based on 
visitor reviews of their 
experience. Something  
very new to me. 

User comments on 
TripAdvisor were positive 
but limited for Dewa and 
Yamagata City.

I found many visitor ratings  
and reviews, which was helpful 
in building out my itinerary.

We wanted to share our 
experiences with our travelers 
and used travel sites like 
TripAdvisor and Lonely Planet 
to post our feedback.

We used the QR codes at 
many of the attractions to 
share the historic background 
of Temples and Shrines on our 
travel blog.

While dining at restaurants and 
visiting attractions, we posted 
many pictures to Instagram 
and Facebook to tell our 
friends about our experience.
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In summary
Travel planning is entirely different today than, say, 10 years ago. 
Today’s travelers are invisible prospects to any country and city’s 
marketing and planning team until after they’ve made their vacation 
destination selection. Combine that with a consumer whose needs 
are more complex, stresses more numerous and media choices that 
have literally exploded over the last few years and you have a very 
challenging tourism marketing environment. The key discovery that 
the SCC team made during its visit to Yamagata City, and subsequent 
research, is the importance of enabling a digital tourism platform. In 
today’s travel industry, it is the single most important factor and what 
we believe can be a key market differentiator for Yamagata City. 

Figure 13 revisits Linda Brown’s journey and depicts the “Journey 
Map of the Future.” This map offers a glimpse into what the ultimate 
tourist experience will look like for Yamagata City after successful 
implementation of the recommendations. 

The SCC team’s recommendations cannot be realized in one year, 
and expectations and budgets should be set for a multi-year iterative 
execution of initiatives and strategies. The SCC team has little doubt 
that Yamagata will be able to promote their treasures and reap the 
rewards as many more inbound tourists enjoy and share their 
experiences. In doing so, Yamagata City will gain a seat at the 
international tourism table and grow the confidence of the City,  
its businesses and most of all, its citizens. 

Implementing the IBM SCC team’s recommendation in combination 
with projects already in progress will help Yamagata City and the 
Prefecture deliver a digital engagement platform for visitors that is 
guided by client-centric marketing and data-driven insights. 
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Metropolitan Area) www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/GL38020101.
do?_toGL38020101_&tstatCode=000001080615

8 Population Estimates (Monthly Report) Monthly-Sep. 2017 
www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/GL38020101.do?_
toGL38020101_&tstatCode=000000090001

9 Tohoku inbound tourism issues (Japanese only) 
東北地方における訪日外国人旅行者の受入に関する課題把握
のための調査結果 
wwwtb.mlit.go.jp/tohoku/ks/Tohoku_block/3rd/Tohoku_
block3rd_sankou.pdf

10 Number of inbound tourists 
訪日外国人旅行者数の推移  東北運輸局資料　 
www.maff.go.jp/tohoku/kihon/yusyutu/kyougikai/attach/pdf/
index-36.pdf

11 Nights of inbound tourists and utilization by hotel type 
都道府県別日本人・外国人延べ宿泊者数　 
www.mlit.go.jp/common/001204088.xlsx

12 Inbound tourist rate by geography 
都道府県別外国人　 
wwwtb.mlit.go.jp/tohoku/ks/toukei/toukei/sankou/2-1.kokunai-
chiribetu.xlsx

13 Inbound trend in 2016 
2016年のインバウンドの動向　日本政策投資銀行　 
www.dbj.jp/ja/topics/report/2016/files/0000026298_file3.pdf

14 Spending trend by country 
訪日外国人の消費動向　 
www.mlit.go.jp/common/001194022.pdf 
 
こと消費動向 
www.jnto.go.jp/jpn/projects/research_consulting/
cq6g7o0000002hw5-att/project_data.pdf

http://www.mlit.go.jp/common/001141408.pdf  
http://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/ttp/sta/
http://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/ttp/sta/PDF/E2016.pdf
http://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/ttp/sta/PDF/E2015.pdf
http://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/ttp/sta/PDF/E2014.pdf
http://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/ttp/sta/PDF/E2013.pdf
http://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/ttp/sta/PDF/E2012.pdf
http://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/ttp/sta/PDF/E2011.pdf
http://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/ttp/sta/PDF/E2010.pdf
http://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/ttp/sta/PDF/E2009.pdf
http://www.jnto.go.jp/jpn/statistics/visitor_statistics.html
http://www.jnto.go.jp/jpn/statistics/visitors_ranking.pdf
http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/eStatTopPortalE.do
http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/GL38020101.do?_toGL38020101_&tstatCode=000001013145
http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/GL38020101.do?_toGL38020101_&tstatCode=000001013145
http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/GL38020101.do?_toGL38020101_&tstatCode=000001013146
http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/GL38020101.do?_toGL38020101_&tstatCode=000001013146
http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/GL38020101.do?_toGL38020101_&tstatCode=000001080615
http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/GL38020101.do?_toGL38020101_&tstatCode=000001080615
http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/GL38020101.do?_toGL38020101_&tstatCode=000000090001
http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/GL38020101.do?_toGL38020101_&tstatCode=000000090001
http://wwwtb.mlit.go.jp/tohoku/ks/Tohoku_block/3rd/Tohoku_block3rd_sankou.pdf
http://wwwtb.mlit.go.jp/tohoku/ks/Tohoku_block/3rd/Tohoku_block3rd_sankou.pdf
http://www.maff.go.jp/tohoku/kihon/yusyutu/kyougikai/attach/pdf/index-36.pdf
http://www.maff.go.jp/tohoku/kihon/yusyutu/kyougikai/attach/pdf/index-36.pdf
http://www.mlit.go.jp/common/001204088.xlsx
http://wwwtb.mlit.go.jp/tohoku/ks/toukei/toukei/sankou/2-1.kokunai-chiribetu.xlsx
http://wwwtb.mlit.go.jp/tohoku/ks/toukei/toukei/sankou/2-1.kokunai-chiribetu.xlsx
http://www.dbj.jp/ja/topics/report/2016/files/0000026298_file3.pdf
http://www.mlit.go.jp/common/001194022.pdf
http://www.jnto.go.jp/jpn/projects/research_consulting/cq6g7o0000002hw5-att/project_data.pdf
http://www.jnto.go.jp/jpn/projects/research_consulting/cq6g7o0000002hw5-att/project_data.pdf
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Focus Area 1
References
15 The MNI Targeted Media Inc. 2017 Travel Industry Factbook 

www.slideshare.net/MNITargetedMedia/the-mni-targeted-media-
inc-2017-travel-factbook

16 Market segmentation in tourism – Research Online –  
UOW, Sara Dolnicar http://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1597&context=commpapers

This book chapter was originally published as Dolnicar, S, Market 
segmentation in tourism, in Woodside, AG and Martin, D (eds), 
Tourism Management: Analysis, Behaviour and Strategy, CAB 
International, Cambridge, 129-150, 2008

Recommendation 1.1 case study
17 City of Richmond Marketing Plan. Strategies for the City of 

Richmond to attract new businesses and support economic growth 
www.ci.richmond.ca.us/documentcenter/view/27689

Focus Area 2
Reference
© Destination Branding for Small Cities – Second Edition: Baker

NEW: Destination Branding for Small Cities – Second Edition by Bill 
Baker is drawing praise from business leaders, place branders and 
practitioners worldwide. It helps to demystify city branding and 
provides affordable, proven tools, templates and checklists to build  
a successful destination and place brands. Worldwide sales via 
Amazon.com.

Case study
‘From city marketing to city branding: An interdisciplinary analysis 
with reference to Amsterdam, Budapest and Athens’

Kavaratzis, M. 2008 [S.l.]: s.n. 214 p.  
Scientific › Doctoral Thesis. Branding places: applying brand 
personality concept to cities

18 European Journal of Marketing www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/
full/10.1108/03090561011062844

Focus Area 3
References
19 Tourism Nova Scotia: Destination Development: Community 

Tourism Planning Guide https://tourismns.ca/development/
destination-development

20 Destination Canada: Developing experience packages including 
signature experiences www.destinationcanada.com/en/programs

21 The International Ecotourism Society 
www.ecotourism.org/book/ecotourism-definition

22 Cultural HeritageTourism.org http://culturalheritagetourism.org/

Recommendation 3.1 case study
23 Barcelona City Pass: Free Admissions and Free Public Transport 

www.getyourguide.com/barcelona-l45/barcelona-city-pass-free-
entrance-and-free-public-transport-t120229/?referrer_view_
id=988fbc31d105076a7e4376f61c447077&referrer_view_
position=1

The Barcelona covers main tourist attractions, e.g., Sagrada Família, 
Park Güell, Camp Nou stadium and the port of Barcelona. Holders of 
the Barcelona Card enjoy unlimited free travel by public transport, free 
entry to Barcelona´s best museums and 70+ deals and discounts  
on visits, tours, entertainment, shopping, dining and nightlife.

Not only does this coveted card get you through the door to great 
Barcelona attractions, it can also help you skip the queues entirely  
at many of Barcelona’s most popular sights—saving valuable time  
on a tightly scheduled trip.

Plus, the card comes with a handy city guide available in six different 
languages outlining all the great deals included (Gaudí’s monuments, 
the Sagrada Família and Camp Nou).

In all, the card boasts over €320 in savings for those dedicated 
travelers who really work it.

http://www.slideshare.net/MNITargetedMedia/the-mni-targeted-media-inc-2017-travel-factbook
http://www.slideshare.net/MNITargetedMedia/the-mni-targeted-media-inc-2017-travel-factbook
http://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1597&context=commpapers
http://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1597&context=commpapers
http://www.ci.richmond.ca.us/documentcenter/view/27689
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/full/10.1108/03090561011062844
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/full/10.1108/03090561011062844
https://tourismns.ca/development/destination-development
https://tourismns.ca/development/destination-development
http://www.destinationcanada.com/en/programs
http://www.ecotourism.org/book/ecotourism-definition
http://culturalheritagetourism.org/
http://www.getyourguide.com/barcelona-l45/barcelona-city-pass-free-entrance-and-free-public-transport-t1202
http://www.getyourguide.com/barcelona-l45/barcelona-city-pass-free-entrance-and-free-public-transport-t1202
http://www.getyourguide.com/barcelona-l45/barcelona-city-pass-free-entrance-and-free-public-transport-t1202
http://www.getyourguide.com/barcelona-l45/barcelona-city-pass-free-entrance-and-free-public-transport-t1202
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Recommendation 3.2 case studies
24 Source: World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) 

www.e-unwto.org/doi/pdf/10.18111/9789284419029 
Source: Tourism Authority of Thailand: Annual report 2003, 
2004-2012 

25 Promotion of Thailand marketing 
“I didn’t know Thailand”, The Thai tourism agency appointed 
Japanese marketing specialists to create campaigns targeted  
at young Japanese men by inviting the pop group Nogizaka 46 
http://nogizaka46.thailandtravel.or.jp/

26 Social media is a major influence for tourists  
www.mlit.go.jp/common/001186627.pdf (Japanese, Page 60)

Focus Area 4
Reference
27 The Future of Digital Tourism www.sequence.co.uk/insights/

the-future-of-digital-tourism 

Recommendation 4.1 case study
28 As an example of motivating local populations to contribute User 

Generated Content, Aomori City has photo contests to promote it 
as a tourist destination. As a result, the event and the content 
helped increase visitors to Aomori City. www.city.aomori.aomori.
jp/koho-kocho/shiseijouhou/kouhou/press/h2810/
documents/281020-02.pdf 
www.jalan.net/jalan/doc/news/button/0604452202/

Recommendation 4.3 case studies
29 The principle of tourism, Saitama Prefecture 

www.pref.saitama.lg.jp/a0806/documents/553208.pdf

30 Periodical status update report for the above 
www.pref.saitama.lg.jp/a0806/documents/28kankoujisseki.pdf

31 Beppu City Comprehensive Plan Late Term Basic Plan 
www.city.beppu.oita.jp/pdf/sisei/sougoukeikaku/04-5.pdf

32 Sendai City tourism-related data 
www.city.sendai.jp/kankokikaku/toukei/toukei.html

33 Kyoto City plan 
www.city.kyoto.lg.jp/templates/shingikai_kekka/cmsfiles/
contents/0000173/173939/keikaku.pdf
• Kyoto City’s planning will be a reference. They looked back  

and evaluated the prior plan and developed a new plan for 2020
• Especially refer the team for the periodical evaluation, Page  

52 and 53

34 Destination satisfaction and perceptions, provided by England 
national tourism agency 
www.visitbritain.org/destination-satisfaction-and-perceptions

Focus Area 5
References
During the research for this report, a quote stood out regarding the 
task of getting a Destination Management Plan in place, and the SCC 
team thought it was useful to include wholesale for reference:

“Destinations are the places that people want to visit and 
experience; they are the heart and soul of England’s visitor economy. 
Destinations are diverse—they don’t always fit neatly into county (or 
national) borders or within public sector administrative boundaries. 
They may cover a single destination, e.g., Oxford, or a number of 
smaller destinations with a strong identity caused by its natural 
geography or landscape well-known in its own right, e.g., the 
Cotswolds. Destination Management Organisations (DMOs)  
play a key role in developing tourism locally.” 
www.visitbritain.org/destination-management-organisations-england

Recommendation 5.1 case studies
As a starting point to working out a common framework for 
collaboration on Destination Management for Yamagata and Tohoku, 
see some of the many plans and reference sites. 

35 Cape May City Tourism Plan, US www.capemaycity.com/
documents/Temple_Univ/Temple%20Tourism%20Plan%20
2012%20to%202020.pdf

36 Charleston, US charleston-sc.gov/DocumentCenter/View/7684

http://www.e-unwto.org/doi/pdf/10.18111/9789284419029 Source: Tourism Authority of Thailand: Annual report 
http://www.e-unwto.org/doi/pdf/10.18111/9789284419029 Source: Tourism Authority of Thailand: Annual report 
http://www.e-unwto.org/doi/pdf/10.18111/9789284419029 Source: Tourism Authority of Thailand: Annual report 
http://nogizaka46.thailandtravel.or.jp/
http://www.mlit.go.jp/common/001186627.pdf
http://www.sequence.co.uk/insights/the-future-of-digital-tourism
http://www.sequence.co.uk/insights/the-future-of-digital-tourism
http://www.city.aomori.aomori.jp/koho-kocho/shiseijouhou/kouhou/press/h2810/documents/281020-02.pdf
http://www.city.aomori.aomori.jp/koho-kocho/shiseijouhou/kouhou/press/h2810/documents/281020-02.pdf
http://www.city.aomori.aomori.jp/koho-kocho/shiseijouhou/kouhou/press/h2810/documents/281020-02.pdf
http://www.jalan.net/jalan/doc/news/button/0604452202/
http://www.pref.saitama.lg.jp/a0806/documents/553208.pdf
http://www.pref.saitama.lg.jp/a0806/documents/28kankoujisseki.pdf
http://www.city.beppu.oita.jp/pdf/sisei/sougoukeikaku/04-5.pdf
http://www.city.sendai.jp/kankokikaku/toukei/toukei.html
http://www.city.kyoto.lg.jp/templates/shingikai_kekka/cmsfiles/contents/0000173/173939/keikaku.pdf
http://www.city.kyoto.lg.jp/templates/shingikai_kekka/cmsfiles/contents/0000173/173939/keikaku.pdf
http://www.visitbritain.org/destination-satisfaction-and-perceptions
http://www.visitbritain.org/destination-management-organisations-england
http://www.capemaycity.com/documents/Temple_Univ/Temple%20Tourism%20Plan%202012%20to%202020.pdf
http://www.capemaycity.com/documents/Temple_Univ/Temple%20Tourism%20Plan%202012%20to%202020.pdf
http://www.capemaycity.com/documents/Temple_Univ/Temple%20Tourism%20Plan%202012%20to%202020.pdf
http://charleston-sc.gov/DocumentCenter/View/7684
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37 Visit Britain website giving comprehensive advice and information 
about a nation’s tourism www.visitbritain.org/

38 West of England Tourism Plan, UK www.n-somerset.gov.uk/
wp-content/uploads/2015/12/PS312b-Martyn-Leisure-
appendix-B.pdf

39 Bristol, UK https://visitbristol.co.uk/destinationbristol

40 List of Destination Management Organisations in the UK www.
visitbritain.org/destination-management-organisations-england

41 Understanding international visitors, provided by England National 
Tourism Agency www.visitbritain.org/understanding-international-
visitors

42 Visitor characteristics and behaviour, provided by England 
National Tourism Agency www.visitbritain.org/visitor-
characteristics-and-behaviour

43 Milan example: Introducing the transportation to explore the city 
www.turismo.milano.it/wps/portal/tur/en/milanopratica/
muoversifacilmente

44 Map sample https://mapandnews-japan.com/tokyo/skytree_h_
en/index.html

45 Yamagata version (Japanese) 
https://mapandnews-japan.com/yamagata/yamagata/index.html

46 Road sign guideline by MLIT 
www.mlit.go.jp/common/000059348.pdf

47 Reference case of Metropolitan Tokyo 
www.metro.tokyo.jp/INET/OSHIRASE/2016/01/DATA/20q1t501.pdf 
www.2020games.metro.tokyo.jp/multilingual/council/pdf/
meeting_03/panel.pdf

48 Kanazawa rental cycle map www.machi-nori.jp/wp-content/
themes/machinori/common/images/pdf/machinoriEnglishmap.pdf

Additional appendices
Appendix A. Japan Government tourist reform March 
2016 – Ministry of Land and Tourism, three-year plan 
Issued on March 30, 2017

“A tourism vision which supports Tomorrow’s Japan” – a Japan 
where visitors come from all over the world.

The 3 viewpoints and 10 reforms needed to become a tourism 
developed country 
www.mlit.go.jp/common/001126601.pdf  
www.mlit.go.jp/common/001126602.pdf

http://www.visitbritain.org/
http://www.n-somerset.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/PS312b-Martyn-Leisure-appendix-B.pdf
http://www.n-somerset.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/PS312b-Martyn-Leisure-appendix-B.pdf
http://www.n-somerset.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/PS312b-Martyn-Leisure-appendix-B.pdf
https://visitbristol.co.uk/destinationbristol
http://www.visitbritain.org/destination-management-organisations-england
http://www.visitbritain.org/destination-management-organisations-england
http://www.visitbritain.org/understanding-international-visitors
http://www.visitbritain.org/understanding-international-visitors
http://www.visitbritain.org/visitor-characteristics-and-behaviour
http://www.visitbritain.org/visitor-characteristics-and-behaviour
http://www.turismo.milano.it/wps/portal/tur/en/milanopratica/muoversifacilmente
http://www.turismo.milano.it/wps/portal/tur/en/milanopratica/muoversifacilmente
https://mapandnews-japan.com/tokyo/skytree_h_en/index.html
https://mapandnews-japan.com/tokyo/skytree_h_en/index.html
https://mapandnews-japan.com/yamagata/yamagata/index.html
http://www.mlit.go.jp/common/000059348.pdf
http://www.metro.tokyo.jp/INET/OSHIRASE/2016/01/DATA/20q1t501.pdf
http://www.2020games.metro.tokyo.jp/multilingual/council/pdf/meeting_03/panel.pdf
http://www.2020games.metro.tokyo.jp/multilingual/council/pdf/meeting_03/panel.pdf
http://www.machi-nori.jp/wp-content/themes/machinori/common/images/pdf/machinoriEnglishmap.pdf
http://www.machi-nori.jp/wp-content/themes/machinori/common/images/pdf/machinoriEnglishmap.pdf
http://www.mlit.go.jp/common/001126601.pdf
http://www.mlit.go.jp/common/001126602.pdf


61Smarter Cities Challenge report 

Figure 15

Tourism vision as the base for future Japan
To become the place where everyone is willing to visit

Challenges identified by previous discussion

“Three perspectives” and “10 reforms” to become “tourism-developed country”

•  It is necessary to polish abundant  
and diverse tourism resources of  
our country with pride and to convey 
the value to Japanese and foreigners  
in an easy-to-understand manner.

•  With the power of tourism, it is 
necessary to create local employment, 
raise people, and transform into a 
highly productive tourism industry  
with international competitiveness.

•  It is necessary to promptly advance the 
acceptance environment such as CIQ, 
accommodation facility, communication, 
transportation and settlement.

•  It is necessary to build a society in which all 
travelers, including the elderly and people 
with disabilities, can feel the “joy of travel.”

Vision 1
To maximize the appeal of tourism resources,  

as the cornerstone of regional revitalization

Vision 2
Innovating the tourism industry, enhancing 
international competitiveness, becoming  

a key industry in Japan

Vision 3
In an environment where all travelers can fully  

enjoy sightseeing without stress

•  Open “attractive public facilities” to the people,  
to the world

•  Open “Akasaka Rikyu” “Kyoto Rikyu” boldly

•  Turn “cultural property” from “save priority” to 
“promoting understand” and “utilization” from the 
tourist’s point of view

•  By 2020, we will expand our tourism base centered 
on cultural property to 200 nationwide, develop 
1,000 projects with easy-to-understand multilingual 
commentary, and intensively reinforce support

•  National Park to the world-class “National Park”

•  By 2020, utilizing the power of the private sector to 
experience and utilize space, we will concentrate 
on five parks nationwide

•  Creating a “landscape plan” at the main tourist 
spots, to the beautiful cityscape

•  As a rule, by 2020, “landscape plan” is formulated 
in half of municipalities, towns and villages in all 
prefectures and nationwide

•  Review old regulations and transform into tourism 
industry that values productivity

•  Drastic reexamination of regulations and systems 
that have been used over 60 years, promoting  
and promoting support in comprehensive 
packages such as training of top-level management 
human resources, improvement of national 
accommodation rules, improvement of 
accommodation productivity

•  Pioneer new market, realize long-term stay and 
consumption expansion simultaneously

•  Promotion targeting Europe, the United States, 
Australia and wealthy people and strategic visa 
easing, etc.

•  Drastic improvement of support system for 
attracting and hosting MICE

•  Improvement of acceptance of business jet in the 
metropolitan area

•  Revitalize exhausted hot spring towns and local 
cities with management of the future concept

•  By 2020, the world level 100 DMO will be formed 

•  Realize stable and continuous “tourism development” 
by making full use of the private sector’s capabilities 
by using sightseeing spot revitalization/
revitalization fund, deregulation, etc.

•  Dramatically improving software infrastructure and 
realizing the world’s most comfortable stay

•  By using the world’s highest level of technology, we 
change the landscape of immigration control

•  Realize stress-free communication and traffic 
environment

•  Realize cashless tourism

•  Complete regional creation corridor and make 
traveling comfortable anywhere in the country

•  ““Japan Rail Pass” made available for purchase even 
after visiting Japan

•  Realization of traffic access enhancement to 
sightseeing spots linked with opening of the 
Shinkansen and concession airport, etc.

•  Reforming “How to work” and “How to rest”  
realize a society full of dynamism

•  Up to 70 percent annual paid leave acquisition  
rate by 2020

•  Introduction and implementation of an easy-to-take 
holiday system for families, leveling of tourism demand 
through diversification of vacation acquisition

Issued March 30, 2016
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Appendix B. Trends in international tourists
With a view to Recommendation 1.1, the SCC team reviewed national 
tourist statistics to provide a sense of proportion and first indications 
of the key target market locations. The following brief summaries 
show that there are substantive trends in visitor origins, with 
consequent limitations on each origin’s ability to meet the 
forthcoming national tourism targets. 

49 Japan National Tourism Office Official Tourism Statistics  
www.jnto.go.jp/eng/ttp/sta/PDF/E2016.pdf 

Historic trends in Japan’s international visitors
The two data points to the right of the historic trend correspond to  
the target volumes of international visitors under the national tourism 
growth plan. In Figure 16, we can see the historic trend broken down 
by regional groupings. The largest volumes of inbound tourists are 
from Japan’s near neighbors.
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Figure 16: Inbound visitors annual totals
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Breaking down the total inbound visitors by predominant language 
spoken (English vs. non-English), we can see a huge imbalance in 
favor of non-English-speaking origin (clearly the actual languages 
spoken are not visible from the source figures, so the historic primary 
language was selected as the classifier). 
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Figure 17: Total inbound numbers
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2010

Grand total English language countries
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Figure 18: Inbound visitors annual totals

If the balance of English-speaking origins is taken as a proportion of 
the total inbound tourist numbers, it is clear to see the non-English-
speaking origin countries are clearly becoming more of a minority, 
even though both origin’s volumes are increasing. The non-English-
speaking origin countries are increasing at a greater rate. So, for every 
inbound tourist that arrives in an embarkation port in Japan, the 
likelihood is now less than 1 in 10 that they will be from an English-
speaking origin.
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2010

Percent English language countries
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Figure 19: English language countries as a % of total inbound

In the past five years’ worth of data, all the tourist segments have been 
growing. The rate of change, year-on-year, for the all Asia origins has 
been outstripping the English-speaking origins —significantly  
so, in 2013-15. The greatest increase in the English-speaking origins 
have been in those coming from the US. However, it is important to 
remember that the volumes associated with Asian vs. the other 
origins in the chart below are massively different. Even a small change 
in Asian visitor numbers year-on-year will outstrip any change in  
visitor numbers from all English-speaking origin countries.
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When reviewing visitor numbers across the year, all in all, every group 
was growing visitor numbers across all months. Taking a slightly 
deeper analysis of inbound visitors, it is clear it will be fruitful to 
investigate potential segmentation around time of year as well as 
origin. Winter visitor numbers from Asian countries was significantly 
faster changing than other seasons, while Canada and Australia rose 
faster from late summer through the Autumn months.
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Figure 20: Change YoY %
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inbound from North America or the UK, even with an elevated propensity 
to visit for longer, and to spend more per day, will be enough to meet the 
inbound growth targets, needs challenging. The best news for Yamagata 
and Tohoku as a destination, is that the collection of tourist assets is very 
flexible and can be collated to provide an extensive portfolio of vacation 
experiences. The SCC team felt that marketing and experience 
packaging would be relatively straightforward and successful as  
soon as the target markets were identified.
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Figure 21: Average change in inbound visitor numbers (% YoY) – average 2014-2016

The SCC team did not have the time to conduct a thorough analysis  
of potential target segments, and this report is also not the appropriate 
place to define what the segments could be. However, from a high-level 
analysis, it is perfectly clear that care must be taken assuming that the 
national tourism growth will come from one or two segments only. 

There are multiple growth patterns and differential revenue potentials  
for many target segments, and the team encountered a variety of strong 
opinions as to who to focus on. Although easily identifiable as a potential 
target market, the assumption that English-speaking tourists, particularly 
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