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Introduction 
 

 

1. Project Based Learning 

 

In Project Based Learning (PBL), students first consider within their 

knowledge and abilities about the problem(s) and think of what further 

knowledge is needed in order to tackle the problems. Thereafter, through 

collection of further inputs and a series of intensive discussions with group 

members, students come up with answers. Thus, PBL aims to foster students’ 

abilities to identify real world issues and devise ways to find and formulate 

solutions to issues for and by themselves. 

 

After a faculty member assigns a group of students a real-world problem 

which is relevant to a particular community or communities, students 

proceed with initiative to find solutions and make suggestions about the 

issue. Faculty members play a role as an advisor and facilitator, and students 

are asked to provide feedback of their findings to the community in question. 

 

The purpose of PBL is to enhance students’ 1) communication/negotiation 

skills, 2) integration capacity through applying theories/concepts they have 

learned to tackle problems, 3) management skills to integrate various 

opinions to find better answers/solutions, 4) teamwork spirit, and 5) 

leadership capabilities. 

 

 

2. The Course 

 

This course is part of a series of PBL courses that Akita International 

University (AIU) offers from 2013 through 2018 under and with MEXT 

subsidy of the “Re-inventing Japan Program.” While the series envisages  
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carrying out each project in collaboration with a US university, this course 

was done in the summer of 2013 in collaboration with San Francisco State 

University, California, USA. Upon successful completion, the course gave 

students six academic units (three by AIU and SFSU respectively). 

 

 

3. The Choice of Subject 

 

This course aims to teach how to recognize basic concepts that influence 

today’s consumers and their life style, as well as how to evaluate marketing’s 

various components from the perspective of both customer and marketer. 

The study of theory and practice of “Marketing” helps the students identify 

and communicate the core benefits of a product or service being offered, 

while "Brand Management" includes product management, brand 

positioning and building, and measuring and managing brand equity over 

time. This course utilizes business case studies of leading marketers and 

their strategies for effectively building and managing products and brands. 

Topics include customer focus, brand positioning and identity, creating 

points of difference and competitive advantages, marketing communications 

and messages, including the use of the Internet. Especially in marketing 

communications, the use of social networks are highlighted and the students 

study the best practices in the U.S. and elsewhere, and exercise creating 

web-based tools for marketing. The participants will gain the knowledge and 

skills to think critically and creatively about marketing processes and 

communicate those concepts constructively and effectively. 

 

Tourism in Akita was chosen as the “Project” for this course. The choice 

was singled out as the result of numerous consultations between the 

instructors of the two universities and their respective faculties. It reflects 

considerations which include, i) the project should address a real issue in the 
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community, ii) cultural, economic and policy-related aspects of businesses 

and events of the selected regions are to be observed and considered, iii) the 

participants recognize a greater benefit of learning through working in a 

cross-cultural team, iv) in Akita, the prefecture sponsoring AIU, the project 

is to focus on tourism promotion and be in line with the prefectural 

development program of recent years, and v) the Kanto Festival, the largest 

annual event in Akita, will be observed as part of this study. 

 

 

4. Structuring the Course 

 

The course is addressed to students of AIU and SFSU of Junior and higher 

status in Global Business (AIU) or Business major (SFSU). Students will be 

from two universities, an ocean apart, and will enroll in the same course and 

work in a cross-cultural team. The classroom itself shifts from California to 

Akita and from classrooms to real-world settings. 

 

The instructors pose a practical challenge of tourism promotion in Akita to 

the students purposefully in a vague manner, and “teach” only limited basic 

subjects relevant to the subsequent process for students doing the “Project.” 

The students then take the lead in defining and refining the problem, by 

structuring paths and self-organizing into cross-cultural sub-teams. When 

necessary, students resolve uncertainties and overcome sub-tasks, and 

reassemble to provide a coherent and cohesive illumination and resolution. 

The instructors are available as resources, act as occasional consultants to 

the teams, arrange fieldtrips and site visits that provide context, and deliver 

“just-in-time lectures” as needs arise to learn new material that may help 

better address the problem. 

 

Thus, students are responsible for their learning experience and are expected 

to provide or generate whatever structure, resources or paths they believe 

best allow them, individually and collectively, to comprehensively address 
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the problem posed. 

 

Students who successfully complete this course will have: 

 Developed skills in recognizing, defining, structuring, and solving 

problems 

 Learned how to manage a project through division of labor 

 Experienced multiple roles and group dynamics through various team 

processes 

 Worked on refining members’ skills, across cultures and under intense 

conditions 

 Contributed to the design, development and delivery of a final product 

 

In addition, students will have gained the opportunity to 

 Explore and compare cultures, communicate and negotiate terms with 

peers from another country, and to appreciate and celebrate diversity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*PCM: Project Cycle Management, a method to support analyze, plan, execute and post-evaluate 

developmental projects, engaging stakeholders in sharing issues and purposes of the 

project concerned. 
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5. Duration and Itinerary of the Course 

 

The course started on June 28 and was completed on August 9, 2013, as 

shown below (further details of day by day activities are shown in Appendix 

1). 

 

   June 28  AIU students travel to San Francisco 

- In San Francisco - 

 Week 1 Classes and field trips 

 Week 2 Classes and field trips 

 Week 3 Classes and field trips 

 July 19/20  All leave San Francisco for Japan and 

  arrive in Akita via Tokyo 

- In Japan - 

      Week 4 Classes and field trips 

 Week 5 Classes (group work) and field trips 

 Week 6 Classes (group work) 

 August 8  Report presentation 

 August 9   SFSU students leave Akita 

 

 

6. Assessment 

 

Assessment for each student was done on account of the following three 

elements. 

 

i) Studies on marketing and branding tourism (40%) 

ii) Group work tackling marketing Akita tourism (40%) 

iii) Assessment by peers (20%) 
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I  San Francisco Section (Marketing and Branding) 

 

1. Intention and Particulars in the Section 

Jan Ahrens 

 

The approach to this PBL course in San Francisco was to combine 

in-class-based learning with on-site field trips and discussions with experts.  

Additionally, we desired to learn about each other’s culture. Therefore there 

were three forums for learning: classroom lectures, classroom cultural 

discussions and site visits.   

 

(1) Classroom Lectures 

The classroom lectures and discussions covered a variety of marketing 

topics including branding and social media marketing. Specifically, we 

studied the following: 

• Brand management 

• Mobile Application marketing 

• Microblogging (Twitter) 

• Video marketing (YouTube) 

• Social Network marketing (Facebook and Pinterest) 

 

The format of classroom lectures included exploring best practices by 

industry leaders, reviewing examples and discussing them. After the 

classroom lectures, students were assigned to a small group of 2-4 students 

per team. These teams were always comprised of at least one SFSU 

student and one AIU student so that students could work together and learn 

from each others’ educational and cultural backgrounds. In these small 

teams, which were changed for each assignment, the students created their 

own marketing media as per the topics above. For example, each team 

created a mobile app, a twitter account and tweeted, a YouTube video and 

a Facebook Fan Page. To further our PBL goal to assist Akita prefecture in 

marketing its own natural and rich cultural resources, these assignments 
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included a brand or product that would complement Akita. For instance, in 

the Pinterest assignment (seen in Exhibit A below), students could create a 

Pinterest account and pins for one of the following three Akita brands, 

products or events: 

• Kakunodate Castle 

• Taiheizan Sake - Kodama Brewery 

• Tsuchizaki Harbor Festival 

 

Exhibit A 

Pinterest – Assignment #1 

Due Date: Tuesday, 7/2 by 11 pm 

 

Email the completed assignment. Late assignments will NOT be 

accepted because your peers will have completed the assignment on 

time, and feedback will be given quickly. If there is an extreme situation 

with assignment completion, contact the professor prior to the due date 

and time to make alternate arrangements. 

 

You will work with one other student on this project. You must work 

with a student who is not from your university. You may NOT work 

with a student(s) whom you’ve worked with in any previous team. Your 

student team will answer all of the assignment questions for just one of 

the topics below as assigned in class. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Kakunodate      Taiheizan Sake    Tsuchizaki Harbor Festival    

(Kodama Brewery) 
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Assignment: 

 

Have a user profile picture, biography, etc. analyzed. Then, are the 

questions for the Profile or Board? 

1. Pinterest Landscape. Research in your topic’s industry by going to 

Pinterest and finding two different User Profiles with Boards using 

keyword searches for your topic’s industry. (~4-5 slides)  

 

Note: 

a. What keywords you used & URLs of the Pinterest Board, screen 

shots of above-the-fold 

b. Describe the User Profile overall. 

The following questions pertain to the board only, not the user 

profile. 

c. Describe the target audience. 

d. Pinterest strategy(s) used and note if effective. Be sure to answer the 

question “Why is this person/company communicating on 

Pinterest?” e.g. what is in it for them – support of product sales? 

How does it tie to revenue, etc.? 

e. Pinterest tactics used and note if effective or not. Describe. 

f.  Pins – comment on the quality, content & engagement of pins. 

 

2. Create a Board. Create a new Pinterest Board for your topic. 

Describe the following: (2-4 slides) 

a. URL, screen shot of above fold. 

b. Comment on your User Name and URL, give rationale. 

c. Describe the design profile photo and why you chose it. 

d. Describe the target audience. 

e. What Pinterest strategy(s) you are using and why. 

f. Implement two Pinterest tactics and describe why. 

g. Make at least two new pins to your Board – these need to be high 

quality content focused on your industry, interesting, etc. The best 



 
 

9 
 

posts will engage followers and entice them to respond or interact 

in some way. Be sure to provide a rationale for the posts. 

Writing in your posts and ALL MATERIAL in them MUST BE 

ORIGINAL except of course, for any images. 

h. Post your Pinterest Board URL on our Facebook Page to share 

with other students. 

 

Points: 

There are 100 points possible on this assignment. You may not work 

with other student teams. Student teams that create the best individual 

assignments may be selected to present their recommendations in class. 

 

Format: 

The assignment should be completed in Microsoft PowerPoint (PPTX 

or PPT). You should have the approximate number of slides 

recommended to completely answer assignment questions. Be sure that 

you use best practices for making a PPT deck which include the 

following: 

• Save your assignment in Microsoft PowerPoint using your last names 

and assignment number with NO spaces or symbols, e.g. LeeSmith1 

• Include a title slide with your team member names, date, assignment 

and any specifics about your assignment. Please put a facial photo(s) 

of each team member on this slide also. 

• Use tables where recommended and bullet points where analysis is 

needed. 

• Use graphics and photos that enhance your reason, show examples, 

etc. (no video). 

• Footnote any references (small font).  

• Put your main answers on slides. 

 

Notes: 

Be sure to add your verbal details in the Notes section of the PPT 
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deck. This will help the instructor understand additional background 

for what you are presenting in the main part of the slide. 

If you do not add Notes, you are unlikely to receive an “A” or “B” on 

the assignment. 

 

Questions: 

Questions about the assignment are welcomed as long as they are not 

last minute and on the day the assignment is due. You may contact the 

professor via email, text, course Facebook page or by phone. 

 

Successful assignments will: 

• Demonstrate an understanding and use of terms from readings and 

in-class discussions.  

• Be well-written.  

• Answer the questions fully and accurately. Provide an opinion or 

answer, followed by supporting points and details. Be specific to the 

product you choose AND tie your responses into the concepts from 

the textbook. 

• Include unique and original thought and analysis. Do not quote from 

the text unless it enhances your unique ideas. 

• Follow the assignment format described above. 

 

 

In the class session following an assignment, a student team with an 

exceptionally good deliverable was selected to informally present their 

solution to their peers so that others could learn from this excellent 

example. In addition to this method of learning, student teams were given 

extensive written feedback on their individual presentations as well as 

overall comments to the entire class by the professor.   

 

(2) Classroom Cultural Discussions 

During the three weeks in San Francisco, the students met in the SFSU 
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classroom nearly every weekday. In class, we often began each session 

with a cultural discussion question that allowed students to learn about 

the culture of the United States compared to that of Japan. For example, 

our cultural questions included: 

• “What kind of income, property and sales tax are there in your 

country?” 

• “What are your expectations to work professionally in your country?  

What if you marry and you are female? Male?” 

• “Do you live with your family during and after university? Why or 

why not?” 

 

These questions helped the class to not only learn more about each 

other’s culture but to also get to know each other personally, which 

students showed great interest in. 

 

(3) Site Visits and Guest Speakers 

After many days of in-class-based learning, we also went on field trips 

or had guest speakers come to class.  

 

 

2. Internet Marketing and Brand Management 

 

During the first three weeks in San Francisco, we learned mainly about how to 

effectively use web sites and social network services (SNS), e.g. Pinterest, 

Mobile App, YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook, in marketing. 

 

Each tool has strong and weak points, and the effect of internet marketing 

largely depends on how effectively marketers use them. Students discussed the 

strengths and weaknesses of existing web pages, on which basis in exercise we 

made our own web pages, and improving on the weaknesses we discovered. 

a. Pinterest 

Pinterest, one of new social networking tools, allows users to visually share, 

create and discover new interests by “pinning.” The tool was launched in early 
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2010 and 25% of the world’s companies already had their own account by 

2013. Pinterest users are able to view a vast number of pictures and check the 

pictures they like. 

Therefore, it is important to note how much attention the pictures shown on 

Pinterest can draw in a short time.  

 

In an exercise, one of the 

student teams made an 

account of ‘Taiheizan 

Sake.’ They picked up its 

profile picture to make it 

easy for people to 

recognize the brand. And 

in order for viewers to 

associate Taiheizan with 

Akita, they added a picture of the ‘Kanto’ festival, the most famous festival 

in Akita. Also, aiming at drawing viewers’ attention, the term “sake” 

(Japanese wine) was used in twist, saying “for your SAKE.” 

 

b. Twitter 

Twitter launched in 2006, and had 106 million users by 20101. The average 

number of Twitter users per companies’ accounts tripled toward 2012, 

compared with those in 

2010 (1,489 in 2010 to 

14,709 in 20122). Twitter 

is now considered to be 

the best tool for 

companies to com- 

municate with consumers 

easily and rapidly. In the 

                                                  
1 Twitter statistics (Marketing Gum) 
2 Visible Technologies 
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use of Twitter, companies are required to engage in conversation-like 

dialogues frequently. It is demanding and time-consuming, however, it is 

useful for listening to consumers’ opinions and improving marketing 

speedily. 

 

A Twitter account was made by a team for marketing the firework festival in 

Omagari. In order to encourage viewers’ to engage in tweets and into 

conversations, attractive pictures and humorous tweets were essential. 

Catching a viewer’s interest becomes essential since the time users spend on 

a tweet is very short. 

 

c. Facebook 

Started by four Harvard students in 2004, there were 1 billion monthly active 

users on Facebook by 2012 and 93% of Facebook pages were updated 

weekly3. Facebook users can send messages with friends, post pictures, share 

web links, and tag their friends on pictures. They are not updated as 

frequently as Twitter, but 

still many users update 

actively. 

An account was produced 

by a team, that of ‘Akita 

Komachi,’ a high quality 

rice produced in Akita. 

With an aim to impress 

its brand, they used an 

image of ‘Akita Komachi,’ well-known beauties from Akita from which the 

brand name was taken. For the cover photo, they used a scene of rice harvest, 

and the brand name “Akita Komachi” was written on all photos of the site. 

(Arisa Sato) 

 

 

                                                  
3 Visible Technologies 
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3. Learning of Best Practices in U.S. 

 

The site visits in San Francisco and its suburbs were mainly aimed at seeing 

and hearing of best practices in effective marketing in tourism. 

 

The places visited were as follows. 

 San Jose Giants Minor League Baseball, San Jose 

 Japantown and Japanese Cultural and Community Center of Northern 

California, San Francisco 

 Kenzo Winery, Napa Valley 

 Golden Gate Parks Conservatory, Lands End, San Francisco 

 California Academy of Sciences, San Francisco 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Visiting the San Jose Giants 
Minor League Baseball, San 
Jose 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Visiting the Kenzo Winery, Napa Valley 
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II  Akita Section (Carrying Out the Project) 
 

1. Intention in the Section 

 

Masahiko Agata 

 

The Project’s subject, tourism, involves a large variety and broad range of 

elements like history, nature, sociology, culture, economics, commerce, 

geography, transportation, people’s taste, and politics. For the students 

participating in this course, taking such majors as liberal arts, marketing and 

general business, it was easily expected that they would need a long and 

strenuous pre-project process. However, the course had only six weeks 

altogether, with half of it earmarked for studying marketing and branding and 

bench-marking in California and allowing only three weeks for them to 

concentrate on doing the real project in Japan. 

 

I, therefore, chose to prepare before the course started a minimum set of 

guidance lectures and primary choices of places to visit while paying full 

respect to the nature of PBL, fostering students’ abilities to identify the real 

issues, consider the ways to find and formulate solutions to those issues for 

and by themselves, and to leave the rest of the process for the participants to 

take maximum benefits of PBL. 

 

The minimum set of guidance, referred above, included lectures on Akita 

(nature, history, geography, society and culture), and basic tourism. 

Considering that most of the participants had no experience of tackling a 

project, not to mention projects concerning tourism, in a methodical manner a 

session was provided by the instructor (Agata) on the basics of how to 

formulate projects. Meetings with Deputy Governor and the officials of Akita 

Prefectural Government for their talks and presentation on its tourism 

policies, explanations on some typical local traditions related to festivals and 

visits to several “must” places and events were also pre-arranged. 
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One additional consideration was giving the students talks on Japanese 

business culture for the benefit of the participants to behave correctly when 

dealing with people in Akita, and also on the very basics of organizational 

management (leadership) to help students organize teamwork effectively. 

The lecture on Japanese business culture was given while students were in 

San Francisco. 

 

 

2. Basics of Project and Project Formulation 

 

The concept of “project” is “a series of works to achieve an objective.” And 

the objective of this PBL was to formulate a solution for sustaining and 

boosting Akita’s economy through promotion of tourism for satisfying the 

needs of the Akita people. 

 

As for designing, the following basic steps were generally followed: 1) 

identification/confirmation of “Critical to Quality” (most essential needs), 2) 

analysis of current situation, 3) Research/Bench-marking, 4) selection of 

approach and means, 5) drawing a scenario, 6) simulation of functioning and 

effect of the scenario, and 7) presenting the scenario. Because of limited time, 

the students’ team was not able to do adequate research and simulate the 

effect of the scenario. However, they tackled the subject choosing to go 

along this procedure as much as possible. 

 

<Lecture Slides> 
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3. Basics of Tourism and Its Recent Trends 

 

As formerly Chief Executives of prominent international hotels in Japan and 

tourism specialist, Mr. Tadashi Ishihara, Chairman of Japanese EC 

Promotion Organization for Travel, Tourism and Leisure (JTREC) and 

Visiting Professor at Mejiro University, Tokyo, lectured extensively about 
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tourism and its recent trends both in Japan and the world. 

 

Traveling and staying in a foreign country (tourism) is “knowing somewhere 

or something unknown and the human nature there.” 

 

In Japan, people tended to travel in groups in the early stages which helped 

the Japanese tourism industry develop and accommodate to such a style. In 

contrast, in other Asian countries, for example, group and individual travels 

began at the same time. Nowadays people travel individually or in a small 

group. And their interests in traveling are evolving from the old style of 

visiting scenic spots, historic points, museums or simply enjoying local 

foods and shopping toward eco and agriculture, and experiencing culture, 

industry, health and medical care, and sports-focused travels. This means 

that the trend in tourism is moving toward “escape from ordinary life” and to 

“destinations where something different from ordinary life can be 

experienced.” If “experience beyond ordinary life or something 

extraordinary” is provided, it goes out of the range of tourism and becomes 

amusement. 

 

This means that marketing in tourism now must pay enough attention to 

“tourism,” as opposed to amusement, and individual tourists be addressed. 

The key element in attracting individual tourists is convenience in 

transportation and indigenous local hospitality. As the bullet train networks 

expand, people will travel more often, farther and more widely. Hospitality, 

that for individuals especially, is a “friendly and generous reception and 

entertainment of guests, appealing to the feelings of individuals” and it 

depends much on “common sense” unique to each local culture. In other 

words, the key to modern tourism is 1) use of local fishing-, agriculture, 

nature (scenery)- and history-based “ingredients” as main resources, 2) add 

culture and tradition as "seasonings," 3) stir slowly, do not shake, as if in 

cooking fine meals taking time, and 4) have local people serve. Locals, 

therefore, should strive to sustain their local culture while professionally 
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offering hospitality based on their unique culture’s attributes. 

Tourist sites need to run their business continuously and stably even though 

traditional tourism resources could be seasonal or short-term events. Akita’s 

most famous tourism resource, the Kanto festival, which is held in August 

every year, was discussed among the students. Of course, the festival has the 

power to bring many tourists to Akita; however, just for a few days during 

the festival. Tourism businesses require something more, such as MICE 

(meeting, incentive, convention, and event and exhibition). This refers to 

setting up events, to regularly inviting people, and using resources besides 

seasonal events. Niigata held an IT convention, gathering 1,500 participants 

for three days, to mention a successful example. The Niigata example 

attracted participants to local foods for dinners; Geisha dance shows and 

souvenir shops at and near the convention hall. There, involvement of local 

organizations and a strong enthusiasm of local government were essential. 

 

The lecture also emphasized the importance of the use of social network 

services (SNS) in tourism business. There is a strong need to expand 

information broadly. Televisions and leaflets also help spread information to 

potential tourists; however, these tools are expensive and have limitations in 

time and space in advertising. Social network services, on the other hand, 

have no space and time limitation. A lot of information can be posted and 

shared freely in various languages to reach a wider audience with different 

nationalities. It is noted, however, SNS is more efficient as a tool for 

two-way exchanges of information, which adds up workloads particularly on 

small- and medium-sized business establishments in tourism, thus the use of 

conventional websites would be a first priority. 

 

 

4. Tourism as an Agenda in Akita 

 

The total number of tourists visiting Akita gradually increased from 1966 to 

2010. 
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And in recent 

years, “facilities” 

are taking the 

largest share of 

tourists (Graph 1). 

In particular 

“Michi-no-eki” 

(roadside stations) 

rates as the most 

popular place 

visited by tourists. 

It means the 

customers there are mostly ‘stopping by’ and doing small shopping. In a 

separate statistics on the number of customers by size of accommodation, it is 

clear that the number has continuously increased at large size hotels and 

ryokans but that for small inns and ryokans is decreasing, reflecting the 

strengths of marketing by such large size accommodation facilities through 

large national level travel agencies. This implies that small but more local 

flavored facilities, which have a high potential for attracting the interest of 

tourists in trend need new efforts and approaches in marketing, on the one hand, 

and that large scale accommodations’ customer base is controlled by and in the 

hand of a handful travel agencies, a third party, on the other. These facts alone 

indicate that Akita needs to focus more effort on marketing on its own, 

especially through more effective public relations efforts. 

 

 

5. Tourism Development Policy of Akita Government 

 

According to officially published documents and special presentations given 

to this group by the Akita government, the plan, “Akita Tourism Policy 2013,” 

is focusing on the following three objectives: 

 Formulate tourism as a sustainable and growing business of Akita with 

Graph 1 
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customer centricity. 

 Comprehensively establish links of tourism with such diverse fields as 

food, agriculture, culture, sports and transportation, and make them 

advantages for energizing regions through increased interchanges in 

addition to increase of customers of businesses. 

 Reorganize “all-out tackling” formation in the prefecture. 

 

During group work, AIU students translated essential documents of Akita’s 

tourism policies (strategies and action plans) into English. Their summaries 

are as follows. 

 

1) Formulate tourism industry as a sustainable and growing business of 

Akita with customer centricity 

1) -i  Creating, finding, and improving new regional resources from 

customers’ points of views with initiatives taken by the region. 

 Support motivated regions to conduct research about regional 

resources and obstacles in tourism so that they can make use of 

potential resources for reviving the tourism industry. 

 Create and improve new tourism resources by working together 

with regional communities. 

 

1) -ii  Cultivating and supporting regional leaders who manage tourism 

as a business 

 Strengthen people’s expertise of business (private businesses 

that have the motivation). 

 Management guidance and securing of financing provided by 

the banking facilities. 

 

1) -iii  Establishing the “Akita” brand 

 Promote Akita by using the “Akita Vision.” 

 Brand products made from regional resources. 

 Establish originality of Akita by branding the region itself. 
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1) -iv  Developing Akita to a place chosen by tourists to return, taking 

the opportunity of ‘Destination Akita’ campaign. 

 Have people come back to Akita again (increase repeat 

customers). 

 Target participants of events and visitors who come for 

business. 

 

1) -v  Providing integrated information about Akita to visitors in order 

to create clear memories of Akita 

 Unify recognition-difference among tourism-related divisions 

within the government, travel agencies, etc. in order to clarify 

brand/label images of Akita. 

 

1) –vi Making more effort to bring foreign people to Akita 

 Target foreign customers with greater financial muscle to the 

local economy. 

 

1) –vii Building stronger and closer ties among towns/cities within 

Akita and with neighboring prefectures in promoting their travel 

destinations 

 Develop and implement “On-the-way Tourism,” a strategy to 

bring/attract people on the way to traveling to other 

destinations. 

 

2)  Comprehensively establish links of tourism with such diverse fields as 

food, agriculture, culture, sports and transportation, to energize regions 

through increased interchanges, in addition to increase business. 

2) –i Developing businesses to attract tourists, starting with hands-on 

experiences in agriculture and local food (collaboration of food 

and agricultural sectors). 

 Increase tourists by establishing Akita's food culture with own 

food resources. 
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 Build efficient sales techniques. 

 Promote Akita's nature and sceneries of rice fields by training 

local hotel staff and planning packaged tours for a hands-on 

experience and interaction with the locals. 

 

2) –ii Creating new types of activities in cultural and traditional fields, 

such as hosting festivals - collaboration of tourism with cultural 

field 

 Promote Akita’s culture through tourist events and offer to 

host national cultural festivals, in keeping with the trend of 

tourism promoting art and cultural festivals. 

 

2) -iii Promoting Akita as a venue for sporting events - collaboration 

with  sport field 

 Provide information of Akita to attract travelers to Akita. 

 Provide information of Akita and Akita products to attract 

sporting events where many people assemble. 

 

2) -iv Promoting a ‘visit wider area’ strategy for sightseeing through 

local railways - collaboration with transportation field 

 Discover and offer new tourist attractions, letting tourists see 

beautiful natures by special local railways, e.g. Akita Inland 

Line, Chokai Submontain Line, Gono Line. 

 

3) Reorganize the “all-out tackling” formation in the prefecture 

3) -i  Reconsidering organizational structures and responsibilities, and 

facilitate the collaboration within different entities related to 

tourism. 

 Reconsider organizational structures and responsibilities. 

 Improve organizational performance and their competency. 

 Foster the collaboration between public entities, tourism 

agencies, and other private entities. 
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 Actively engage them in projects and events conducted by 

other departments within the prefectural government to make 

them more collaborative in conformity with strategy. 

 

3) -ii Increasing the number of "fans" of Akita (repeaters) by 

nurturing hospitable service 

 Encourage the Akita people (particularly tourism-related 

service providers) to be more "hospitable" to increase "Akita 

fans."  

 Promote an "Omotenashi Movement” (Hospitality Campaign). 

 

3) -iii  Supporting the improvement of accessibility of secondary 

transportation 

 Secure secondary transportation services by increasing the 

number of circulation/round-trip buses and shared taxies by 

public and private cooperations to improve accessibility to 

tourist spots. 

 

3) -iv Building stronger comprehensive connections between 

communities 

 Encourage the Akita people to visit other areas in the 

prefecture. 

 Promote contacts between the people of Akita and those 

coming from other parts, especially the younger generation 

(university students, including international students) to 

reflect the voices of people related to Akita. 
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III Doing the Project 
 

1. Road Map 

 

Having gone through the preparatory learning stage, the group drew a tentative 

road map for tackling the real project, tourism in Akita, which was subject to 

revision along the progress of actual work. 

 

[Steps in the Initial Road Map] 

 

1. Research 

Information Search 

Benchmarking 

Survey 

2. Analysis - SWOT 

3. Sub-group Works 

Division of the team to sub-groups 

Making action plans by sub-groups toward reporting 

4. Analysis - PCM 

5. Consolidation of report and choice of recommendations 

6. Presentation 

 

 

2. Research 

 

(1) Benchmarking 

 

Many of the U.S. students of the group turned the heads to find the best 

practices in other countries. One example was found in Croatia. The research  

focused on not only what it was doing but also the similarities and differences 

between the case and Akita. Meanwhile, the Japanese students found Aomori 

Prefecture apparently doing a noteworthy tourism promotion. 
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Case of Tourism Promotion in Croatia 

 

After the war for Croatian independence ended in 1995, the country was 

devastated and there was no real tourism. Then, Croatia instilled a campaign 

entitled, “Croatia - The Mediterranean as It Once Was,” which helped to 

boost tourism. 

 

Written Plan4 includes: 

- Significance of tourism 

- Tourism trends 

- Croatian tourism potential 

- Croatian prospects in developing tourism 

- SWOT for Croatian tourism 

- Sustainable developments 

- Vision and goals for tourism in 2010 

- Implementing measures 

- Measures to solve existing problems 

 

Major points in the plan deemed necessary for increasing tourism: 

- Teaching staff/management about tourism 

- Upholding ecological standards 

- Improving accommodations 

- Increasing transportation 

- Sustainability 

- Using modern techniques 

- Becoming competitive 

 

Rigorous implementation of this scenario succeeded to see results of 11.2 

million visitors in 2011 (an 8% increase every year) and in the first eight 

                                                  
4 The plan to increase tourism by 2010, written by Ministry of Tourism (2003). 
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months of 2012, 59 million out of 98.2 million visitors stayed overnight. 

Lacking in detail data at hand, we estimated that first-time tourists were 

largely between the ages of 25 and 40. 

 

[Similarities to Akita] 

- Natural resources including oil and minerals. 

- Thermal springs. 

- Agriculture is historically a major contributor to economy. 

- Most of Croatia has a moderately warm and rainy climate. 

- Snowy mountainous areas and seasonal snow. 

-The population is estimated to shrink, due to falling birth rates and 

migration. 

- There are a lot of competing areas/destinations in the vicinity. 

  

[Differences from Akita] 

- The International Monetary Fund classified Croatia as an emerging and 

developing economy. 

- Tourism is a significant source of revenue during summer. 

- Croatia ranked as the 18th most popular tourist destination in the world. 

- Since 2000, the Croatian government has invested in infrastructure and 

transport routes and facilities. 

- Croatia supports culture by proactively publishing information through 

different media. 

- Tourism now dominates the Croatian service sector and accounts for up to 

20% of GDP. 

 

[Additional notes in this research] 

 

Having researched, mostly through websites of the Croatia National Tourist 

Board, Lonely Planet, Croatia Airlines and Rough Guides, the students 

found the following as strengths in their settings and activities. 
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The Croatian National Tourist Board website was founded with a view to 

promote and create an identity and enhance the reputation of Croatia’s 

tourism, and is run with the revenue from tourist taxes, membership fees, 

allocations from the state budget, and other sources. Its President’s duties 

are performed by the Minister of Tourism. 

 

˗ Everything is in one spot - easy to find with a simple Google search, it is 

the first site to pop up. 

˗ It shows an event calendar which is categorized by name, date, attraction 

category (known for beaches and skiing in winter), lists of things to do 

(eg. horseback riding, canoeing, cycling, etc.), accommodations and 

transportation, in 16 languages. 

˗ It links to social media. 

 

a. Facebook 

Each post is a picture and news on events. 

Posts also ask questions to engage viewers. 

840,724 likes. 

 

b. Twitter 

Photos 

Links 

3-4 posts a day 

7.915 followers 

 

c. YouTube 

2,122 subscribers 

Multiple videos 

 

d. Foursquare 

Many photos 

2,261 likes 
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e. Instagram 

Sporadic updates 

3,105 followers 

 

f. Google Plus 

8,474 people in circle 

 

Travel Agencies 

Croatia has an Association of Croatian Travel Agencies with 221 

members and 484 offices in Croatia and abroad. 

 

Use of Wifi 

There is an App. Wifi throughout Croatian cities and over 300 sites are 

free of charges. 

 

Accommodations 

There are 673 locations of accommodations offering 66,440 units of 

residence altogether. They are broken down by: 

 

Hotels (564 locations/51,702 units) 

Apartment Hotels (11/391) 

Tourist Villages (46/10,915) 

Tourist Apartments (52/3,432) 

 

Transportation 

27,000km interurban roads 

2,664km railway network 

7 sea ports and numerous river ports 

8 international airlines services 

Easy-to-find registered taxis and bus services 

 

A weakness regarding transportation is that train lines only reach Zagreb, 
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not Dubrovnik which is by far the most prominent tourist attraction sight 

in the country. This drawback is covered by bus services (8 hour ride 

from Zagreb) and plane (55 minutes) and rent-a-cars. 

 

Season for Tourism 

The main tourism period is between April and September when the 

weather is good, of which May - June is the best with warm temperatures. 

 

What Tourists Spend Money On 

Souvenirs 

Fabric special to specific regions, plum liqueur, wine, jewelry, etc. 

Tourist attractions/activities 

Golfing, horseback riding, sailing, bike rental, etc. 

Hotels/Accommodations 

Restaurants/Cuisine 

  

Competition 

Major European cities (France, Italy, Spain, Germany, London, etc.) 

 

(Imani Maddox) 

 

(2) Street Survey 

 

During the Kanto Festival, students asked random passers-by in the crowd 

the following questions. 

■ Profile of Respondent 

 Age Group 

 Gender 

 Where from? 

 Purpose(s) of stay? 

 Length of stay? 

 First visit to Akita? 

■ Where have you visited in Akita Prefecture? 
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■ When you hear about “Akita,” what image comes up first in your 

mind? 

 

■ How did you find out about Akita? 

 

■ How easy is it to find information about things to do in Akita? 

 

■ What was your overall experience of transporting to/through Akita? 

 

■ How likely is it that you come back to Akita? 

 

■ Do you have a smart-phone? If yes, what do you use the phone for? 

Apps Websites Email Phone Games Others  

 

■ Have you seen the advertisements, “Akita Vision?” If so, what do 

you think about this campaign? 

 

Published official statistics were a) 63% of visitors to Akita City were from 

Akita Prefecture, and b) only 3% of total visitors stayed overnight. This 

survey by the students was carried out over specific groups of visitors to 

the Kanto Festival in Akita City. The results were combined with responses 

to the same sets of questions from AIU students and the general public 

collected online (aggregate sample number: approximately 100). 

 

The questions aimed at determining: 

i) Whether Akita was effectively branding itself. 

ii) How people get Akita tourism information. 

 

The results revealed that: 

1) “Countryside” and “Akita Dogs” are most common among the images 

of Akita and things like Namahage/Kanto that can be branded easier 
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are not immediately thought of. 

- Those who have seen the latter have a less than favorable 

understanding. 

- The common agreeability points to “Akita Vision,” an officially 

advertised tourism campaign, were around 3 in the scale of 1-5, not 

great and could be better. 

 

2) Finding out about Akita (as a whole) was only through schools, 

websites and friends, rather than SNS, ads, etc. And it was hard for 

people visiting for limited time to find quick, convenient information. 

 

3) Inconvenience in transportation was pointed out as one of the 

disadvantages in Akita’s tourism. There, increases in number of bus 

services, shared taxis, and rental cars were suggested. 

 

 

(3) Use of Social Media in Akita’s Tourism 

 

As part of our research, 

websites and social 

media about Akita 

tourism were researched. 

Some were found, 

however, they do not 

seem to be used 

effectively. Table 1 

shows the results of 

Facebook pages related 

to Akita tourism. All Facebook pages are new, and thus, do not have many 

“likes.” 
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Table 1 

 
Launch Likes 

Freq-
uency

Content Target 
Strategy/ 
Tactics 

Akita 
Prefectural 
Government 

Feb 
2013 

1,345 1/day Intro of 
guests 

People who are 
related to Akita 

Informing 
/ photos 

Akita 
Vision 
Project 

Jan 
2012 

11,287 2/day Intro of 
festivals, 
food 

People who are 
interested in Akita 

Informing 
/ photos, 
link to 
other 
websites 

National 
Cultural 
Festival in 
Akita 

Aug 
2012 

492 2, 3/ 
day 

Event info 
at Satellite 
center 

People who want 
to visit the center 

Informing  

Akita 
Promoting 
Group 

Jan 
2012 

1,021 2, 3/ 
week 

Info of 
guests, 
events 

People who are 
interested in Akita 

Informing 
/ pinned 
post 

Akita 
Sports 
Information 
Station 

Jun 
2013 

159 every 
1/ 2, 3 
days 

Sports, 
news 

Sport lovers Informing 
/ photo, 
link to 
external 
sites 

 

 

3. Analysis 

 

(1) SWOT Analysis 

 

As a tool for analyzing the current tourism situation in Akita, a SWOT 

process was used; e.g. elements of its strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 

and threats were listed and put in a matrix to see: 

i. Strengths & Opportunities: What should be done to more effectively 

take advantage of the opportunities by using its strengths 
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ii. Strengths & Threats: What should be done to turn threats to 

advantages by using strengths 

iii. Weaknesses & Opportunities: What should be done to grasp 

opportunities by improving weaknesses 

iv. Weakness & Threats: Things Akita should avoid to pursue. 

 

 Strengths 

- Positive image of Akita Beauties 

- Signature dishes, rice, sake 

- Attractive tourism sites (world heritage, mountains, lakes, onsen (hot 

springs), and JAXA5) 

- Winter sports facilities, athletic centers 

 - Government support (high priority given to tourism in Akita) 

- High standard of education 

 - Tolerance to natural disasters 

 - Traditional cultures 

 

 Weaknesses 

 - Depopulation and the highest aging rate in Japan 

 - Lack of transportation 

 - Tourism sites being spread out 

 - Lack of information (English, Japanese and other languages) 

 - Lower GDP, less income per capita 

 - Wealth of nature posing as obstacle to build facilities 

 - Too much snow in winter (stops traffic) 

 - Lack of strong leaders 

 

 Opportunities 

 - Social network services 

 - Devaluation of Japanese Yen 

 - Retirement of baby-boomers who may have money to spend 
                                                  
5 JAXA: Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency 
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- Economic growth in Asian countries 

 - Destination Akita campaign 

 - Government subsidies 

 - Direct flights from South Korea 

 - Positive perception of “Akita Beauties” by outsiders 

 

 Threats 

 - Competition with surrounding prefectures, e.g. festivals 

 - More transportation (e.g. bullet train) in the Pacific ocean side of  

  prefectures 

 - Bigger cities 

 - Aging society 

- Memory of Tohoku area in foreigners after the big earthquake in 2011 

- Not necessarily friendly attitudes of the neighbor prefectures, reflecting 

the old history; i.e., Akita did not open its border to accept the 

neighboring people at times they were in adversities. 

 - Prevailing tense political relationships with neighboring countries 

 

 

(2) Project Cycle Management (PCM) Analysis 

 

When all our research were completed, the group conducted a PCM session 

with the view to proceed in a systematic and objective manner towards the 

final step; sorting out all the various elements researched and views of 

external stakeholders in Akita’s tourism and observers, and organize them 

towards the final report. This session was intensively held for one and a half 

days, facilitated by Ms. Mayumi Hamada, Chief Consultant at the Foundation 

for Advanced Studies on International Development (FASID). 

 

In the PCM session there were three steps: problem analysis, objective 

analysis, and approach selection. First, in problem analysis, the group shared 

as many problems and challenges in tourism in Akita as they could come up 
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with. Then, they turned to see in objective analysis how those problems can be 

approached when their possible solutions were to be considered. In the final 

step, they selected some solutions deriving from the preceding steps. 

 
 

Figure 2 shows a process of the objective analysis/selection of solutions in the 

PCM session. All problems were written, problem by problem, on PostIt and 

pasted on a huge board, which were arranged to show various relationships.  

 

The result was:  

The group chose the following two as the “major problems.” 

i) There are not enough tourists visiting Akita. 

ii) Tourists are not spending a lot of money in Akita. 

Figure 2. 
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4. Conclusions 

 

Through the research regarding the marketing of Akita’s tourism, the group 

concluded that Akita is lacking brand images. Generally, it is said that Akita is 

famous for Akita beauties, Akita Komachi, the Kanto festival, etc. However, 

many people still do not have clear ideas about what Akita is like and what 

they can enjoy in Akita. Therefore, Akita needs stronger images and brands. 

And in order to do so, the group selected the following three points, and 

drawing on what they learned in San Francisco, made them their recommended 

solutions for meeting the objective, tourism contributing to boost Akita’s 

economy. 

 

(1) Integrate Existing Web-sites and Social Media about Akita tourism 

 

Each piece of existing information about Akita’s tourism seems prepared 

and sent out by itself without a coordinated scenario or synergy. 

 

In view of this, it is suggested that a symbol or tagline 

such as “Sugicchi” and “Akita Visi’o’n” be used for 

integrating existing advertisements about Akita tourism. 

“Sugicchi” is a mascot character of Akita, so it will act 

as a brand image of Akita and promote the Akita cedar 

wood in Akita’s tourism advertisements. “Akita 

Visi’o’n” is a tagline of the “Destination Akita” campaign which is 

supported by the Japan Railway. It will also help to build a brand image 

of Akita beauties. 

 

If many taglines or symbols are used, it will confuse viewers and weaken 

the image of Akita. Thus, by picking up just a few sources and using them 

in all advertisement frequently, viewers will be able to easily identify 

Sugicchi 
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them as Akita’s tourism advertisement, which will result in building 

stronger brand images of Akita. 

 

(2) Create New Campaigns Using Websites, Social Media & Apps 

 

In order to build stronger brand images, engaging the viewers is one of 

the most effective ways. Thus, it is recommended that websites, social 

media, Apps and other IT-based means be used in new campaigns or 

events to spread information. However, these tools cost more than just 

“advertising on the web” and be less effective without some sort of 

coordination. For this reason, it is recommended that the building of a 

brand image of Akita be done with priority, and carried out through other 

campaigns also. 

 

(3) Improve Existing Websites and Social Media 

 

As found in the research of existing Facebook pages, those dedicated to 

tourism promotion of Akita are few and relatively new, with limited 

“likes.” However, with more “likes,” they will be more effective in 

advertising Akita. In order to improve such social media, it is first 

recommended that the frequency of updates be increased and pages be 

made in multiple languages in order to also appeal to non-Japanese 

tourists. 

 

■ Supporting Akita Government in Implementing Its Policy 

 

As aforementioned, through SWOT analysis and the PCM session, the group 

decided to focus on the application of mobile Apps in having the prefectural 

government’s policy implemented. The main reason for it is that mobile 

Apps cost much less than other tools and enable information to spread much 

easily. However, mobile Apps themselves do not spread information, but 

rather is reliant on how the App is used. In other words, it is important not 
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only to make mobile Apps but also to make it easy to get viewers’ attention. 

Through research, it was found that some websites and Apps related to Akita 

tourism do exist, but finding relevant information on them was still difficult. 

Therefore, the group decided to make a sample of an Akita tourism App and 

demonstrate how to make it easier to get people’s attention, using 

‘cross-promotion.’ 

 

As for cross-promotion, the group focused mainly on three tools: website, 

social media, and mobile Apps, with consideration to cost, feasibility, and 

ease of use.  

 

The use of IT-based tools should be carried out in three steps: 

The first step: Website which is a basic information provider. All 

information should be available and also be made in 

several languages. 

The second step: Social media such as Twitter and Facebook, which can 

provide more detailed information and support 

interaction with potential tourists.  

These two steps are targeting those who do not know about Akita and/or 

who have not decided their destination. 

The third step:  A new App is good in providing information about what 

they, individually different in interest and taste, can do 

while already in Akita and encourage them to increase 

their spending. 

 

The group’s new sample App is named as “Akitabi” carrying the following 

two meanings: “Akita” plus “bi (美, beauty)” for one, and “Akita” plus 

“Tabi (旅, travel)” for the other. The concept of this App is to help travelers 

discover what experiences they can have in Akita. 

 

The main menu is categorized into five groups: “Akitabout” (about Akita), 

“Akitaste” (taste in Akita = foods in Akita), “Akithirst” (drinks in Akita), 
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“Akitevent” (events in Akita), “Akitaonsen” (hot springs in Akita), and 

“Akitacrafts” (crafts in Akita). When App 

users click each category, they can see the 

basic information, place, time, picture, short 

movie, and so on. All icons of the menu 

have “Sugicchi” aimed at building an Akita 

brand image. Also, in order to encourage 

interactive use,  a message “Send your 

photos of this location to 

aiu.sfsu@gmail.com for your chance to 

participate in your Akitabi app,” is shown. 

 

 

[Effectiveness of the App to Akita] 

 

The way this app works fits the essential lines of the Akita government’s 

tourism development policy, as shown below, and it is believed to be a 

suitable tool in its implementation. 

 

<Policy> 

1)-i  Create, find, and improve regional resources from customer’s point of 

view 

 The App provides information the customer is interested in. (e.g. how to 

use the train, what is unique about Akita, etc). 

 The App presents regional resources to the customer in a way that is useful 

(e.g. grouped by region, grouped by hands-on activities, etc). 

 

<Policy> 

1) -iii  Establish Akita brand 

 The App uses “Sugicchi” repeatedly to establish it as an Akita brand. 

 It describes Akita’s resources in a structured manner. 
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<Policy> 

1) –iv  Return customer strategy--Target event & business customers 

 Promote the App at events and during conferences. Once users download it, 

they are able to discover what Akita has to offer.  

 Once an App has been downloaded, it has more permanence than 

pamphlets, which are easily discarded. 

 

<Policy> 

1) –v  Provide integrated information about Akita in order to create clear 

memorability 

 It describes Akita’s resources in a structured way. 

 

<Policy> 

1) -vi  More effort to bring foreigners to Akita 

 It offers information in different languages. 

 It also works as a travel companion. 

 

<Policy> 

2)-i  Increase in tourists by setting Akita's food resources and eating culture 

as an important draw for attracting tourists. Use Akita's privileged 

nature, sceneries, and rice fields to promote Akita by training local 

hotel staff and planning packaged tours for hands-on experience and 

interaction with the locals. To shift from “to see” to “to experience.” 

 

 Akitaste focuses on creating interest in Akita’s food resources. 

 Akitacrafts focuses on moving from “to see” to “to experience.” 

 

<Policy> 

2) –ii  Create new types of activities based on cultural & traditional events 

 Akitacrafts category 

 Akitevents category 

 

<Policy> 

2) –iii  Promote Akita as a venue for sports events 
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 Promote the App at sporting events. Once users download it, they will be  

able to discover all that Akita has to offer at their leisure. 

 

<Policy> 

2) –iv  Promote wider area sightseeing using local railways 

 Akitabout includes a section on transportation. 

 Local railway sight-seeing itinerary can be offered on the App.  

 

<Policy> 

3) –iv  Encourage Akita people to visit other areas in the prefecture. Promote 

contacts between the people of Akita and those coming from other areas, 

especially the young generations 

 The App is essentially targeted at the younger generations. 

 “Spot Sugicchi” feature, for example, can gamify travels especially with an 

“Akitavision-o-meter” (mileage program-like), which would encourage 

Akita people to travel to other areas. 

 The events section helps the Akita people know more about activities in 

other areas within the prefecture. 

 

 

5. Final Presentation 

 

The project and its conclusion with recommendations were presented by 

students at a session held at the AIU auditorium on August 8. The session was 

attended by about 50 audience members not only from AIU but also 

representatives of Akita’s tourism-related industry, and reported by the local 

newspaper. 

 

 

[Program and Presentation Slides] 

 
 13:30 Welcome and Opening Remarks Masahiko Agata, AIU 
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13:35 Outline and Review of the PBL course 
  Masahiko Agata, AIU 
  Jan Ahrens, SFSU 
13:55 Presentation of the Project AIU/SFSU students 
14:30 Acknowledgements Masahiko Agata, AIU 
14:45 Adjourn 
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[Local Newspaper Report] 
 

Akita Sakigake Shimpo (daily paper), August 13, 2013 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Measures to Promote Tourism in Akita Prefecture –“ 
 

Use of Web-based Media and Multilingual Tourism Information Proposed 
by AIU/SFSU Students” 
 
Study results on Akita’s tourism were reported on August 8 by a group of 
14 students from Akita International University and San Francisco State 
University (California, US) who had tackled research and studies on 
tourism development. Improvements in the means of providing tourism 
information with such measures as more active uses of web-based media 
for tourism oriented information  
and making tourist information  
boards multilingual were emphas- 
ized.  
 
Mentioned during the joint report 
session included observations  
that the existing tourism-related 
websites are too scattered, hard 
to find, and information signs and boards at tourism sites are written only 
in Japanese, all making it difficult for foreigners to obtain useful 
information.  
 
Suggestions were made that websites for Akita be more synergized by, for 
example, carrying a uniform mark, and have them shown in multiple 
languages. And a prototype App for smartphones was demonstrated as 
part of their proposal to leverage multilingual sites to help introduce 
festivals, places to visit and local foods. 
 
An AIU student, Natsumi Sasaki (21), from Akita said “There are 
abundant resources for tourism in Akita, like places and products we are 
proud of. Such attractiveness can be better advertised by truly effective 
promotional actions. It is my desire to make use of this study result to 
rejuvenate our prefecture.” 
 

<Translated> 
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IV  About the Participants 

 

1. Participants List 

 

From AIU* 

Yotaro Ebina Majored in Global Business 

Ayaka Ogata   Global Business 

Yuko Ooka   Global Business 

Natsumi Sasaki   Global Business 

Arisa Sato   Global Business 

Kaoru Takase   Global Business 

Eigo Tateishi   Global Business 

Maachi Watanabe   Global Business 

From SFSU 

Dylan Chew Majored in  Finance 

Zhilin 'Timotheus' Ding  Marketing 

Nicholas Johnson   Marketing 

Imani Maddox   Apparel Design & 

    Merchandising 

Victor Sandoval    Business Administration 

Zhuyun Wang  Hospitality and Tourism 

   Management 

 

 

* The participants from AIU were students selected from the applicants who either 

were abroad (not necessarily US) on the study-abroad program at the time of this 

program or had already completed study-abroad, not limiting to those who were in 

US at the time of the program. 
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2. Participants’ Notes 

 

Yotaro Ebina 

 

Before it actually began I had expected that this Project Based 

Learning course would be challenging, and it was in fact as expected. 

The project tried to tackle issues in diminishing tourism in one of 

remote places from urban areas such as Tokyo. In contrast, the group 

visited San Francisco where web- and technology-based 

infrastructure is much more developed than Akita to study social 

media marketing and branding.  

 

Although how to bring and apply the know-how and techniques to the 

current situation of Akita tourism was our core challenge in this 

project, the group faced more fundamental and unexpected 

institutional challenge; to be a good team. Thinking back about this 

PBL, efficiently running the team was the most difficult, 

fundamental, and crucial challenge. The team had to embrace 

diversity coming from a variety of people’s backgrounds, experience, 

and nationality. A person’s viewpoint is different from another, 

needless to say, and the thought process varies, especially so as they 

all had a good and strong leadership quality. Taking full advantage of 

this diversity was not easy at all. 

 

I had a very stereotyped thought that the leader controls the group 

perfectly and flawlessly. However, it was not always true because this 

became considerably tough as each member demonstrated a strong 

leadership and a variety of abilities. Rather, assigning the tasks to 

members and letting them do freely with the shared goal worked 

effectively. It was surprisingly an effective teamwork. This provided 

me an opportunity to think more deeply what leader is and how it 

should be. 
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This PBL project gave an important lesson that working as a team is 

very significant and crucial while individual capabilities in work are 

equally important. Even if each individual has a strong and good 

capability, it is easy to fail to achieve the objective when they do not 

work as a team. Though what I learned from this project might be too 

fundamental, the project offered an excellent opportunity to me to 

think about human resource management in an organization. 

Believing this is one of the most common problems in every project, I 

am lucky to have experienced it in practice with this practical 

business-oriented project. I now believe it is my advantage that I can 

see people in a group individually and think collectively to take action. 

“Individualism versus collectivism” is very often discussed, but I 

learned to make them coexist even with diversity. 

 

 

 

Nicholas Johnson 

 

“What I Expected and Learned from This PBL” 

 

What I expected: 

I chose to apply to this PBL program without much information. While 

participating in another Study Abroad Program, I was sent a four sentence 

long description about this program that explained I would “enjoy a 

cross-cultural exchange with Japanese students in a setting created to 

challenge [my] business knowledge as well as enhance [my] marketing and 

management business acumen." I was also aware that we would be using 

social media to create marketing materials for the Kanto Festival. My 

expectation was to spend six hours a day working on a structured project in 

Japan for six weeks. In short, I honestly entered this experience 

open-minded without more expectations than that. 

 

What I learned: 
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The amount of things I would have learned from this PBL program was 

unknown to me prior to participation. It was an invaluable opportunity that I 

am thankful to have been a part of. I learned how to work together in a 

diverse international team, utilize Social Media from a group perspective, 

and create a structured project based only on advice from our advisors, 

Professor Masahiko Agata and Jan Ahrens. 

 

I could spend years analyzing everything that I experienced in terms of 

working with this intercultural team. The very core of our work ethics 

differed from the ideas of working as an individual and working as a 

collective. For the first half of the program in San Francisco, we spent 

working in small teams on different projects with clear instructions. This 

enabled us to make much quicker and decisive decisions which, I would say, 

reflects the faster decision making process of an individual-based culture. In 

contrast, we worked on one large task in Japan with everybody taking a part 

and in my opinion that was more challenging because it differed from my 

understanding of how to work with other people. Beside those two very 

obvious contrasts, during our work toward the final presentation, we ran 

into a communication problem with much debate over semantics instead of 

the final result. I believe that to have been our biggest challenge we faced as 

a group. However, all the stress we endured, and we created an excellent 

final presentation that I am very proud of achieving. 

 

To expand on some of the technical skills we learned, I want to mention the 

first half of the PBL program. We focused entirely on social media 

techniques and had real world opportunities to speak with the people whose 

job is to manage these essential job functions in today's culture. I had 

previously not considered how to take a step back and consider best 

practices for a brand and how to maximize their impact. With concrete 
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examples from Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Mobile Apps, etc., we managed 

to learn how to analyze them in a structured format and see which 

techniques we found most useful and what could have been improved. 

Much of our grade from this portion of the class depended on the ability to 

follow the strict directions given to us. Personally, this is the method I am 

used to following in a low context culture, and I can only hope that the 

students from Japan valued working in this style as much as we valued 

working as a team member for the next part of the project. 

 

The Final project we created to summarize what we learned during this PBL 

Program was an extremely challenging experience. Although we spent 

countless hours in and out of the classroom working on this project for the 

three weeks spent in Japan, there was little time where we knew exactly 

what the project would look like when it came together. We learned how to 

identify a problem, come together to find all the aspects and results of this 

problem. We then had to use all the information we gathered to present 

possible solution to local businesses and dignitaries. Throughout this 

process, leadership roles and delegation were the most challenging. 

However, with all the problems that arose during this portion of the project, 

we managed to create one of our proudest achievements. 

 

This “Personal Note” started using the pronouns “I”, “me”, and “my” and 

by the end everything changed to “we” and “our.” We learned how to work 

together in a diverse international team, utilize Social Media from a group 

perspective, and create a structured project. The most valuable thing learned 

from participation in this program was: to work well in a cross-cultural team, 

to find a balance between individuality and community, and to share our 

experiences and knowledge with each other. Thanks to Professor Masahiko 

Agata and Jan Ahrens who made this possible, for teaching us both specific 
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and balanced ways to work together to create something. 

 

Imani Maddox 

 

“My PBL Experience” 

 

When I was first made aware of the opportunity to study at Akita 

International University, I was immediately intrigued. Through research, I 

had an idea of what Japan was like. Even with the information I 

accumulated, however, my time studying through the Project Based 

Learning program exceeded all of my expectations. 

 

The beginning of our program was in San Francisco, Ca. During this time, 

we were given the chance to not only learn but to see the information we 

were studying applied in real world situations. We were able to go on field 

trips where we spoke to marketing professionals in major companies and 

ask them one-on-one questions that they answered ineptly and without 

hesitation. 

 

Our time in San Francisco did more than just give us the tools we needed to 

complete our project once we arrived in Japan, however. This portion of our 

trip was also the beginning of a bond that was created between people from 

different cultural backgrounds. Through group projects we began to realize 

that we were not so different after all. This understanding grew as we 

continued our program in Japan. 

 

We arrived in the middle of the night to Akita, Japan, exhausted from the 

trip but anxiously anticipating what the future held. We were welcomed 

with joyful smiles and open arms. I could feel the hospitality as soon as I 

walked off the plane. 

 

During our time in Japan we were able to experience the culture of the 
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surrounding prefectures not like tourists, but like natives. We attended 

festivals and ate the local cuisine. As a part of the PBL program, we were 

given the opportunity to experience this culture with a group of people who 

I can now call my friends. 

 

The purpose of our time in Japan was to think of an idea to stimulate 

tourism in the Akita Prefecture. As a group we worked to create ideas and 

solutions to the issue at hand. When you have so many people with amazing 

ideas it can become difficult to determine which is the most appropriate to 

use, but our team was full of diligent workers who would not quit until an 

agreement was made. 

 

We worked together and in small groups to come up with a way to best 

present our information. We practiced and practiced and in time our 

presentation was ready. We presented our project and were able to look back 

and reap the rewards of our efforts and the efforts of those who helped to 

make this experience possible. 

 

My time in the Project Based Learning program did more than just teach me 

how to successfully use different tools, such as social media, to market a 

brand. My time in the PBL program taught me how to work with others 

who are different than me, to find similarities in the mixture of these 

differences, and to allow myself to be open enough to create friendships that 

are able to span across an ocean. I thoroughly enjoyed my time in the 

Project Based Learning program, and if given the opportunity, would jump 

at the chance to experience it again. 

 

 

 

Ayaka Ogata 

 

I can clearly say that my decision to participate in this PBL project was not 
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wrong. In order to participate in this program, I had to postpone both my 

job hunting and my graduation. I was not sure whether I would be able to 

gain enough from this project. But I chose to participate since I hated 

myself letting a chance go by every time I had to decide something. I took 

the chance, hoping to learn a lot from this project. I had simply expected to 

gain knowledge of marketing and branding; however, I had learned a lot 

more than that. I had learned the difficulty as well as the pleasure of 

exchanging ideas and working together with people from different nations. 

 

One thing that is still strongly impressed in my mind was Japantown in San 

Francisco. Although it is named “Japan” town, the atmosphere and the 

appearance was quite far from actual Japan. I have realized that marketing 

is essential to take account of the targets’ actual needs rather than portraying 

the “realistic” aspect. 

 

Throughout the project, I had many opportunities to get along with the 

students from San Francisco State University and complete a marketing 

project. Exchanging ideas in the second language and finishing a project in 

a limited time was very difficult. Sometimes I felt frustrated for not being 

able to express what exactly I intended to; however, the students from San 

Francisco State University understood our difficulties and were very patient 

when Japanese students were trying to express opinions. Every time a 

conflict emerged, we spent long hours discussing and reconciling ideas to 

reach an agreement. In the end of the program, every member of the project 

was like a family to me. I still remember the moment when we finished 

presenting our final project for Akita Prefecture. Sharing the feeling of 

accomplishment with people who I have worked with for over a month was 

surely a great moment of my life. 

Lastly, I would like to thank all the people who had given me a chance to 

participate in such a wonderful project. I will never forget what I have 

accomplished and hope to have an opportunity to make use of my 

experience. 
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Yuko Ooka 

 

“What I Expected and Learned from This PBL” 

 

When I decided to take part in this PBL program, I was expecting to learn a 

practical skill of marketing and branding, team work skill in cross-national 

team, and deeper understanding of Akita through the program. For me, this 

course was unique in a sense that it has not only class room study but also 

field trips where I can apply the concepts to the real world, whereby 

fostering practical marketing and branding skill. In addition, this program 

offered me an opportunity to cultivate teamwork skill in a cross-national 

and multi-disciplinary environment through tackling complex problems 

together. I also thought that it is a great chance to foster better 

understanding of Akita by tackling challenges of tourism in the region. 

Since Akita is a place I really appreciate, I was highly motivated to take this 

opportunity to explore the society. These three major reasons made me 

apply for this PBL program, and these are what I was expecting to learn, 

and, indeed, the program successfully gave me a chance to learn them all. 

 

The program offered me a great chance to learn the concept of marketing 

and branding in a very interactive class which followed by field trips to 

major tourism-related places in San Francisco. This taught me the concepts 

that are applied to the real world, and it was really interesting to know that 

each place had a different and unique strategy of marketing and branding to 

enhance their business. 

 

For example, Kenzo Winery built their own brand by positioning 

themselves in a niche market, protecting their brand image, having their 

own distribution network instead of selling their products to supermarkets. 

San Jose Giants, which is a minor league baseball team in California, set 

target at young families who have kids as audience and made all effort to 
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attract them. They change the price of tickets and time of game in order to 

maximize the profit. Also, they use social networking service to efficiently 

reach target audience and distribute information of the team.  It was really 

an efficient and practical way to deepen my understanding of marketing and 

branding in a real world, and I am sure that this could not be achieved by 

only class room study. 

 

Furthermore, it was a great environment to learn team work skill in a 

diversified team.  The team consisted of those who had different 

nationality, different major and interest, and different backgrounds. As 

everyone had different opinions and thoughts, it was not easy at first to 

make a decision or to come to conclusion in meetings. But I learned through 

this tough situation that it is really important to maintain full 

communication with members and try to find an idea that everyone can 

share. To achieve it, it was also needed to listen to others and understand 

what each of them had in his or her mind. It was a precious experience for 

me to learn all this tips in team, and I believe that this will be very helpful 

in my future. In addition, through the program I could visit major tourism 

spots and festivals, and could rediscover the beauty and traditional cultures 

in Akita. It was my great honor to take part in the program and to produce 

the proposal to further promote tourism in Akita.  

 

In conclusion, the program offered great contents fulfilling my expectations. 

It was an amazing experience to widen my perspectives, and it is my great 

pleasure that I could be a part of this PBL program. 

 

 

 

Victor Sandoval 

 

I did not know quite what to expect when I applied to be a part of the PBL 

program. When I first heard of the program, I was studying in Thailand. 
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Two good friends of mine were AIU students and thus, the program 

announcement immediately caught my eye. I was enthused about visiting 

and learning about Japan. But other than that, I had no idea what was in 

store. Much to my pleasant surprise, the PBL program ended up being the 

single best experience of my education. 

 

The PBL program was carefully planned and set up unlike any other study 

abroad program. It was intensive; it was interesting; it was always fun. In 

those 6 weeks, I learned something new every day; from cultural differences 

and similarities to how to work effectively in a cross-cultural team, to the 

challenges of the tourism industry, and even how to effectively use social 

media for marketing. 

 

The rigorous, hands-on, nature of the program forced me, and everyone 

involved, to put our whole minds towards the problems we were faced with. 

Unlike typical business school projects, we were working on real-world 

problems with real-world people. In my experience, the case studies and 

other fictitious exercises that business students around the world work on do 

not incite the same sort of dedication, and thus are less educational in the 

end. PBL gave me a taste of what it would be like to work in the real-world 

on a problem that I found intensely interesting. Not only was this valuable 

in that it gave me a taste of reality, but it also gave me something to strive 

for. If my future career can be anything like the PBL program, I will be 

beyond satisfied with my life path. 

 

It is for this very reason that I refer to PBL as the best experience of my 

educational career. Although, compared to the time I spent in The 

Netherlands and Thailand, it was very short; I not only learned more from it, 

I gained more direction out of it. If anyone has the opportunity to partake in 

this program, or any like it, I say: go for it. You will not regret it and you 

will come out the other end a wiser and more balanced individual. 

I cannot say it enough, I am eternally grateful to all who had a part in 
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establishing the program, especially the Japanese government, and people 

of Japan, who made it possible. I have immense respect for this visionary 

form of education. In my mind, PBL is a model for how education should 

be done, and will be done, in the future. 

 

 

 

Natsumi Sasaki 

 

I had two main expectations in this PBL. The first was experiencing 

practical group work in a multicultural situation. Before PBL, I studied 

abroad in Gonzaga University in the U.S. and took a marketing course in 

the expectation of working in a group with other students to apply learned 

theories and to make a marketing project. Unfortunately, however, I could 

not experience such a group work I had expected and just learned marketing 

theories without any applications. Therefore, this PBL was an ideal 

opportunity for me to achieve what I could not achieve in the first study 

abroad.  

 

The second expectation was comparing marketing situations in Akita and 

San Francisco. I had seen a marketing strategy plan for an existing 

company in Akita as part of the marketing course at AIU. Talking with the 

president of the company and analyzing markets in Akita, I found that Akita, 

not only companies but also Akita itself, lacks marketing strategies. By 

comparing Akita with San Francisco which is one of the most popular 

tourism destinations in the world, I expected to find common and different 

points in terms of tourism marketing and to examine to what extent 

marketing strategies learned in San Francisco could be applied in Akita.  

 

In PBL, we mainly learned how to use SNS (Social Network Services) as 

marketing tools in San Francisco. Not only theories, we actually used SNS 

to promote something related to Akita in the assignments. In this process, 
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through the assignments in small groups, in which members rotated, we 

gradually got to know each other and got used to work on projects with 

other members. It helped team working in a larger group later in Akita. 

 

The most impressive sight visit was Kenzo estate in Napa Valley. The 

common point between Akita and Napa is that both are famous for 

production of alcoholic drinks. Napa Valley is famous for wine production 

and Kenzo estate produces high-end wines. Akita also produces high quality 

sake. On the other hand, the biggest difference between these two regions is 

that the wineries in Napa Valley cooperate to establish a solid brand image 

and to promote their products in touristic way. In Akita, each brewery is 

independent and they tend to just sell their products through the retailers 

they chose. In Napa, not only they sell their products at their shops but also 

they offer attractive wine train tours so that customers grasp the brand 

image of Napa with wonderful memories. This idea can be a key to improve 

sake brewing industry in Akita. 

 

In the latter part, we worked to make a marketing proposal to improve 

tourism in Akita. Besides marketing and analyzing methods, I learned how 

important it is to fully share among members the purpose of the project. 

Akita has too many problems related to tourism, for example, inconvenient 

transportations, Akita citizens’ reluctance to change, lack of tourism 

information provided, and lack of integrated brand image of Akita, and so 

on. First, we struggled to decide which of these we should focus on. 

Although each problem is significant enough to be solved, we did not have 

enough time nor knowledge to suggest solutions to long-term problems 

such as transportations and psychological tendency of citizens in Akita. 

 

We learned how to use SNS as marketing tools and provide information. 

Therefore, considering our project’s achievability, we decided that we 

would address to improving tourism situation in Akita by solving the lack of 

tourism information provided and integrated brand image by using SNS. 
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During the process of determining the project purpose, we often missed 

discussion points in some meetings and members were confused in 

determining which way to go. But once the purpose to be achieved in this 

PBL was reconfirmed, we could work smoothly to achieve it. This purpose 

decision process is the most difficult part in our latter part of PBL. PBL 

taught me practical management as well as practical marketing. 

 

 

 

Arisa Sato 

 

First of all, I really appreciate being in this PBL program under great 

supports from Japanese government, Akita International University, and San 

Francisco State University. 

 

My dream of life is somehow contributing to Akita, my hometown. Since I 

was born and grew up in Akita and seeing Akita’s economy getting down, I 

have been feeling impatient with myself because I was not able to do 

anything for changing the situation. Therefore, as a first step to achieve my 

dream, I decided to join this PBL program about marketing of Akita. 

 

At the beginning of the program in San Francisco, I felt that we were very 

busy with group assignments, turn after turn with due dates set for the 

midnight of each class day. When I look back those days, I think those 

assignments helped us build friendship deeper and deeper. On the other 

hand, we could not afford to think about how we should arrange our project 

toward the final goal. Therefore, as days passed, I could not help feeling 

stress and fear about the final presentation. If we had repeatedly discussed 

what we should do in San Francisco, proactively making our concrete plan 

and goal, we might have been able to start working for the final presentation 

earlier. Even if we all could not have enough time to discuss, I personally 

should have made my own purpose for each field trip and shared it with 

some members. 
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When returning to Akita, luckily we could meet the people of Akita 

government. This was a really good chance to directly listen to what Akita 

government was going to do; however, we faced language obstacles during 

the discussion. One interpreter was with us, and professor and our members 

also helped SFSU students to understand what the government was saying. 

However, as the discussion got complicated, the translation became harder 

and harder. I tried to translate for SFSU students, but, as I focused on 

translating, I could not think myself about the context of the discussion 

itself because of my poor translating skills. As a result, we resulted in 

leaving some SFSU students behind at the end of discussion. I felt so sorry 

for them, I was very disappointed with my translating skills. 

 

Through this PBL program, I am really glad that I could discuss a lot for 

Akita economy with passionate, creative members. Considering the 

discussion during this program, I would like to make actions to achieve my 

dream of life. 

 

 

 

Kaoru Takase 

 

As the use of the Internet and social media is growing in the world, I was 

very honored to be a participant for the Project Based Learning program 

(PBL) between Akita International University and San Francisco State 

University. Through the program, I have learned the effective use of 

different social media for advertising and how to apply them in the real 

world. As a team of 14 students, eight from Akita International University 

and six from San Francisco State University, we were able to discuss and 

provide a solution for improving Akita’s tourism. 

 

At San Francisco State University, it was a great opportunity to learn about 

different social media for advertising and its purposes. We studied social 

media (Pinterest, Mobile Apps, Twitter, YouTube, and Facebook) and 
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learned more by applying them to the real world and actually creating pages 

using those social media. As some social media, such as Twitter and 

Facebook are getting popular in Japan, it was a great chance to differentiate 

the purpose and the use of those media as a new and growing marketing 

channel. Before this course started, I barely had knowledge about how to 

market products and companies over social media. However, by taking this 

theory and application course, I got fascinated by different functions, 

purposes and styles of various social media. It motivated me to study further 

on social media marketing. 

 

In addition, I felt that San Francisco was the exact opposite of Akita in 

terms of city atmosphere. San Francisco is a very liberal city and the city 

itself is already famous worldwide as a tourist site. But Akita is very 

conservative and the number of visitors is very low. From this difference, I 

was able to bring back some ideas that I got from a successful city of San 

Francisco to Akita even though situations were completely different.  

 

In San Francisco segment of the course, I was lucky to be able to visit 

different sites in California to enhance my knowledge of marketing. It was 

inspiring that the hosts at different sites could address some of the solutions 

to problems that are similar to those Akita faces right now in terms of 

tourism marketing. These visits assisted us in various ways when we started 

to brainstorm solutions that we could offer to the local Akita government. In 

Akita section, most of the time, we were going around and could not get to 

our goal until the last days of the program. However, it was a learnable 

moment to realize the reality that there are situations in which there is 

nothing that is decided and solid. 

 

Looking back at the PBL period, it was enjoyable and interesting because of 

the several site visits both in San Francisco and in Akita/Iwate. The most 

memorable site visit in San Francisco was to visit the headquarters of 

Twitter in Silicon Valley. And visiting Sansa festival in Morioka and Kanto 
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festival in Akita was the highlight in Akita part of the PBL program. 

However, there were couple of points to be improved. First, we should have 

had a basic knowledge of the tourism in Akita and of Japan while we were 

in San Francisco. In San Francisco we did not have much information about 

tourism and problems that Akita faces. It might be better if it is possible 

cost-wise to go to the prefectural office at the beginning of the entire 

program, not in the middle. This will make our study in San Francisco more 

valuable as we could think of how to promote Akita whilst doing 

assignments on SNS. Also, there is too much difference in population size 

between San Francisco and Akita, so it might have been better if we could 

visit cities or sites in U.S. that are more or less similar to Akita. Furthermore, 

as the PBL team proposed a solution for Akita’s tourism industry, the 

program should have coordinated with the local government so that at least 

one person could come to the presentation session. 

 

Throughout the six weeks program, I was able to discuss with my 

teammates about the solutions for Akita tourism. However, the road to the 

final product was challenging because it was wrestling with a task in which 

there is no single right answer. Sometimes we could not see the end, so we 

struggled. After all the endeavor toward the proposal, at the end, we came to 

one solution that we all agreed, and it is the integrated web marketing using 

social media and mobile App. Overall, the experience was unique and 

helpful for my further studies. 

 

Eigo Tateishi 

 

“A Philosophical Pensee on PBL” 

 

A journey of conflicts―I would answer like this if I am asked to summarize 

my experience of the PBL. People who took part in this sort of project tend 

to say “I had a good experience,” or “we spent a very collaborative time 

together for the project.” However, as for at least PBL, this kind of 
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discourse may not be true. Through the project, we had a lot of conflicts of 

cultural, of thinking, of direction, of emotional nature within the team, 

between the people who were involved in the project. However, nothing but 

these conflicts was the very splendid experience that the Project Based 

Learning actually gave and taught us. 

 

As the name of PBL shows, the team should work on a project. But what is 

a project? There are many possible definition of the word; nonetheless, it 

can be summarized: a set of tasks to attain a particular goal. Attain the goal! 

It is easier said than done. To attain the goal, we need project management, 

teamwork, responsibility, budget allocation, making decisions, etc… The 

common denominator of these project tasks can be (I personally believe 

‘is’) conflicts. As long as there are people whose background is different, 

there must be conflicts even though their consummation is perfectly the 

same. But what are conflicts? They are the corollary (or could be said 

‘by-product’) of diversity. As studies point out (c.f., David Stark 2011), 

diversity is the source of innovations. I would say, conflicts and innovations 

are the two sides of the same coin. 

 

Through this PBL project, I found an intriguing contrast between San 

Francisco and Akita, that is, I could see a lot of successful stories about 

innovation in San Francisco which I could not see in Akita (maybe this 

discourse is politically problematic, but still this is objectively problematic). 

On the one hand, people say ‘we can change’ while on the other hand, other 

people say ‘It’s hard to change,’ meaning they do not want to change. What 

makes this difference? The answer is conflicts, or to be accurate, their 

modus operandi of conflict management. 

 

To be fair, I should not say that all people in the U.S. prefer to confront and 

handle conflicts. Of course, there are many U.S. people who are reluctant to 

face conflicts and thereby changes. However, I can safely say that, at least 

people in San Francisco seem to actively, productively, and affirmatively 



 
 

68 
 

confront conflicts in order to achieve innovations and, as the result, their 

goal. On the other hand, at least Akita people seem to avoid conflicts under 

the beautiful banner of ‘harmony,’ or to passively, ostensibly, and negatively 

confront conflicts, as I personally believe the majority of Japanese people 

including me do. One may argue that this description is unfair and too 

controversial. Nevertheless, I would stridently argue that the radical cause 

of today’s social, cultural, economic stagnation of Japan lies in this 

avoidance of conflicts. And, indeed, I am writing this aiming at making a 

conflict as well. As long as we eschew conflicts, as long as we do not know 

how to positively cope with conflicts, Japan and its people continue to be in 

the traditional mode of koto nakare shugi (ostrich policy) and kusai mono 

niwa futa (keep a lid on), leading to no innovation and eventually no 

change. 

 

It is true that young people rarely learn how to actively, productively, and 

affirmatively deal with conflicts. Today’s Japanese education is very 

‘harmony’ conscious, demanding obedience to the teacher and lacking in 

debating opportunity, and it deprives young people of their chance to deal 

with conflicts. In this context, the PBL is a great, precious opportunity to 

learn the art of dealing with conflicts. As long as there is a project, as long 

as the team has a certain degree of diversity, and as long as the team wants 

to attain a goal, the team is almost impossible to avoid conflicts. 

 

Earlier I wrote, “Nothing but these conflicts were the very splendid 

experience that the Project Based Learning actually gave and taught us.” 

Yes, they were! Thus, my journey of conflicts is literally the struggle with 

conflicts, and in this context I can say that my experience of the PBL was 

good. Only conflicts tell us exactly what you are thinking and make true 

friendship. 

 

I thank very much all people concerned for giving me this opportunity and 

thank all in the team who struggled with me with conflicts. 
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Maachi Watanabe 

 

I am honored to have had the opportunity to participate the Project Based 

Learning program with San Francisco State University in summer 2013. 

This program was short, only for less than two months, but it was so 

intensive and provided quite a few precious moments for me. 

 

I decided to apply for this program when I studied regional development 

through tourism in Czech Republic because the course title “Marketing and 

Branding in Tourism” was attractive enough to catch my attention at that 

time. Although preparing for the next study abroad while overseas was not 

so easy, dedicated assistance by professors and staff from offices from both 

universities lessened the burden. I would appreciate their kindness. 

 

As to this program, one of the most memorable points for me was the days I 

spent with my colleagues from AIU and SFSU to tackle tons of tasks on 

marketing using SNS which were assigned in classes or we chose to do 

through the course. To be honest, it was the first time for me to confront and 

to focus on each subject that intensively for a limited period of time. Every 

day, we attended lectures and worked on group work after the class. 

Sometimes, I became tired of these days physically and mentally; however, 

today these remind me of what I was bound up in. Now I am proud that I 

learned characteristics of several SNSs in San Francisco State in California 

which is known as the most advanced state in creating and innovating 

information technology. Plus, it was one and only one chance to have 

strengthened bonds with my colleagues from different countries who 

struggled with a lot of tasks together.  

 

Another unforgettable thing is that we had a plenty of opportunities for site 

visit. Mr. Suzuki from Kenzo Estate in Napa Valley taught us how they use 
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branding method in promoting their products according to their target 

customers. From the National Park Service at Lands End, we learned how 

public sector considers promoting themselves. These are only some 

examples of our all site visits, but from these visits, we learned how private 

companies and public sector regarded themselves and should be in dealing 

with marketing in digital age. 

 

Finally, during the program, I would like to mention that I was feeling a 

concern about the connection or continuity between the sections in San 

Francisco and in Akita. 

 

Notwithstanding, I am deeply grateful for the opportunity to take part in this 

program which offered a lot of chances for me not only to challenge 

assignments, but also to understand how marketing in tourism should be 

and what it should be in considering about limited resources and problems 

that tourist destinations have. 
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V.  Instructors’ Note 

 

The value of this course for the students, and for the instructors, was beyond 

expectations. Experiencing the differences in academic and business cultures was 

truly priceless and cannot be read about sufficiently in a book. All the students 

proclaimed a great success at the end of the San Francisco segment, as well as the 

entire course. The students had learned how to work together better and also to 

respect cultural differences. And, they became good friends. 

 

The course took an extreme amount of preparation on both the San Francisco and 

Akita sides. Especially in San Francisco administrative support was barely 

available, due to the existing arrangements between the two universities, and the 

administrative staff at AIU needed to support the SFSU instructor over the tyranny 

of distance and the time difference. In some aspects in clerical practices differences 

in cultural backgrounds prevailed. Many of these were minor in nature but still 

demanded extra attention and efforts. The professors took approximately five times 

the amount of preparing for this course as for a “normal” course previously taught. 

Hence, we believe we should strongly recommend that in doing similar courses in 

the future adequate attention be paid to such realities and a suitable organizational 

set up be provided, lessening the dependence on personal burden. 

 

Through the entire process of preparation and implementation of this course, which 

extended over a full year, we, the two instructors, developed a bond of deep trust 

and mutual respect, which we hope will help further solidifying the collaborative 

relations between the two universities, in addition to what we leave behind as a 

good example of PBL. 
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APPENDICES 

 

 

Appendix 1 Course Calendar 

 

 

7/1  Monday   Overview of the course, PPT best practices 

           Scavenger Hunt: Gathering destination and event 

 marketing examples and photos. 

 

7/2  Tuesday   Marketing Topic: Social Networking - Pinterest 

    Visit: San Jose Giants minor baseball team/stadium 

 (San Jose) 

 

7/3  Wednesday Marketing Topic: Brand Management 

    Visit: Japantown, Japanese Cultural and Community 

 Center of Northern California (San Francisco) 

 

7/4  Thursday   U.S. 4th of July Holiday 

    (Seeing the San Francisco Fireworks) 

 

7/5  Friday   Team meetings 

 

7/8  Monday   Marketing Topic: Brand Management 

 

7/9  Tuesday   Marketing Topic: Mobile App Marketing 

    Guest Lectures: Ms. Alison Bing, Map2App founder,

 Mr. Marco Flavio Marinucci, U1 

 

7/10  Wednesday Marketing Topic: Microblogging (Twitter) 

    Visit: Twitter (San Francisco) 

 

7/11  Thursday Marketing Topic: Video Marketing (YouTube) 

   

7/12  Friday   Visit: Kenzo Winery (Napa) 
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7/15  Monday   Special Lecture: “Japanese Business Culture” (M. 

 Agata) 

 

7/16  Tuesday   Visit: Golden Gate Parks Conservatory @ Lands End 

 and Golden Gate Bridge (San Francisco)  

 

7/17  Wednesday Marketing Topic: Facebook 

    Visit: California Academy of Sciences (San Francisco) 

 

7/18  Thursday Marketing Topic: Open - making up for any topics to 

 finish 

 

7/19  Friday   All students leave San Francisco 

 

7/20  Saturday   All students arrive in Akita through Tokyo 

 

7/21  Sunday   Visit: Tsuchizaki Harbor Festival 

 

7/22  Monday   Orientation: 

    Guidance: Project Concept and AIU Campus 

    Visit: Akita Prefectural Government 

       (Courtesy call on Deputy Governor, and 

       Lecture on Akita Policy on Tourism) 

 

7/23  Tuesday   Lecture: Akita – History and Culture 

    Lecture: Tourism Policy of Akita 

 

7/24  Wednesday Lecture: Tourism – Overview 

    Lecture: Basics of Project Formulation 

    Group Work: Preparation for the project 

 

7/25  Thursday Lecture: Tourism and Regional Economy 

    Group work: Preparation for the project 

 

7/26  Friday   Visit: Katagami area, northern suburb of Akita City 
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         Kodama Brewery, “Tenno Greenland”, Akita Pref. 

  Museum 

 

7/29  Monday   Visit: Akita City (central city, historic sites, museums) 

 

7/30  Tuesday   Visit: Akita City (Folkloric Heritage Museum) 

    Study/Research by Group 

 

7/31  Wednesday Lecture: Sansa Festival of Morioka City (Iwate Pref.) 

    Lecture: Kanto Festival of Akita City 

 

8/1  Thursday   Visit: Tsunagi Hot Springs, Sansa Festival in Iwate 

 Pref. 

                             <Stay overnight in Morioka> 

 

8/2  Friday   Visit: Eastern/Central Akita (Lake Tazawa, 

 Kakunodate) 

 

8/3  Saturday   Group Work: Preparation for field work at Kanto 

 Festival site 

     Visit: Kanto Festival 

 

8/4  Sunday   Visit/Survey: Kanto Festival 

    Group Work: Survey Results Analysis 

 

8/5  Monday   Group Work: PCM sessions 

 

8/6  Tuesday   Group Work: PCM session 

    Group Work: Preparation of report 

 

8/7  Wednesday Group Work: Preparation of report 

 

8/8  Thursday   Presentation of report 

    Disassemble the team followed by Farewell Dinner 

 

8/9  Friday   SFSU students leave Akita 
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Appendix 2  The Instructors 

 

 

Dr. Jan Ahrens 

 

Dr. Ahrens is an adjunct faculty member teaching graduate level marketing 

classes at both Golden Gate University and San Francisco State University. She 

is a marketing professional with approximately 20 years of experience. She has 

taught Advertising, Principles of Marketing, Marketing Planning & Analysis, 

Marketing Strategy, Direct & Database Marketing, Brand Management, Internet 

Marketing, E-Commerce, Consumer Behavior and Marketing in Social Media 

classes. While a generalist in marketing, she has also specialized in consumer 

direct and database marketing, and product management. Most recently, she has 

worked as a Vice President at Harte-Hanks Direct Marketing, a $1 billion direct 

marketing company providing products such as response management and 

enterprise marketing software to multiple industries. At Harte-Hanks, she worked 

with Fortune 500 clients in many industries including pharmaceutical, retail, and 

financial companies. Some of those clients include Genentech, Gap, Old Navy, 

Macy’s, Sharper Image, Petco, MBNA, First USA and Wachovia. 

 

In addition to this experience on the “service provider” side of marketing, she 

has also worked on the “client” side of the industry. She headed all direct and 

product marketing for the internet and software genealogy division of A&E 

Television Networks, genealogy.com. While there, she grew the product line 

from offline CDs to online subscription-based products. Under her guidance, 

customer acquisition and retention grew significantly. Prior work includes 

managing the credit marketing activities for all of the Federated Department 

Stores (Macy’s, Bloomingdale’s) and lending at Bank One. 

 

She earned a Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) from Golden Gate 

University, an MBA from Ohio State University and a BS in Business from 

Miami University in Ohio, both degrees concentrated on Marketing. 
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Professor Masahiko Agata 

 

A graduate of Keio University, Tokyo, he built up his career first in international 

project financing through more than 30 years with the Export-Import Bank of 

Japan (Japan Bank for International Cooperation at present). Subsequently he 

moved to General Electric Company of the U.S. to apply the project financing 

expertise within the company and later as its External Advisor which is lasting to 

date. 

 

Parallel to business, he has been actively giving lectures, on both a contract and 

ad hoc basis, on international financing at universities including St. Antony 

College, Oxford University, University of Bradford (Honorary Visiting Research 

Fellow), UK; Keio University, Nishogakusha University Graduate School, Meiji 

University, Japan; and also at various international conferences including OECD, 

International Telecommunications Union and the International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development (World Bank). 

 

He now teaches leadership, management practice in global business and 

Japanese business culture at Akita International University. His teaching method 

incorporates a lot of drills and PBL-like group works. 

 

He is a member of the Trans-cultural Management Society, Japan, and was Vice 

Chairman and COO of the English-Speaking Union of Japan until June 2013.
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This book was published with the fund of “Re-Inventing Japan 
Project” of MEXT, Ministry of Education, Sports, Science and 
Technology in Japan.


	報告書（表紙）_Final
	報告書_Final
	報告書（裏表紙）_Final



