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1. Executive Summary
As Osaka transitions into its post-Expo 2025 growth phase, the primary risk to the 
tourism sector is “Volume Volatility,” the reliance on short-haul, low-yield markets 
that are subject to rapid geopolitical shifts. To ensure a stable, high-revenue 
future, Osaka must secure a “High-Affinity” long-haul market.

This proposal identifies the American Midwest (Chicago Hub) as the most 
undervalued asset in Osaka’s global portfolio. The region is a G7-scale economy 
with a population that is psychologically and culturally pre-conditioned to favor 
Osaka’s identity over Tokyo’s. By utilizing the Kitsunaka Model of branding, we can 
convert this latent affinity into quantifiable tourism and MICE revenue.

The missing link in current efforts is a dedicated, Chicago-based operator with 
institutional access. This proposal outlines the strategy to build that bridge.

2. The Economic Case: Why the Midwest?
Japanese stakeholders frequently succumb to the “Coastal Bias,” focusing 
exclusively on New York and Los Angeles. This ignores the massive capital 
concentration in the American Heartland.

2.1 Macro-Economic Scale
The GDP of the Midwest is large enough that if it were a standalone nation, it would 
rank as the 4th largest economy in the world (USAFacts, 2025).

• Illinois (Chicago Hub): With a GDP of approximately $1.04 Trillion, the state’s 
economy is roughly equivalent to that of Turkey or Saudi Arabia (BEA, 2024).

• Ohio: With a GDP of $822 Billion, its economy is comparable to Switzerland 
(BEA, 2024).

• Strategic Implication: The Midwest is not a “flyover zone”; it is a sovereign-
scale economy with high discretionary income for long-haul travel.

2.2 High-Yield Visitor Profile
Data from the Japan Tourism Agency (JTA) indicates that U.S. visitors are “High 
Yield/Long Stay” assets compared to global averages.

• Spending Power: U.S. visitors spend approximately ¥341,000 per person/trip, 
significantly higher than the global average of ~¥212,000 (JTA, 2024).

 • Length of Stay: Due to flight distance, Midwest travelers average 10–14 days 
per trip, compared to the 3–5 day average of Asian visitors.
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3. Market Analysis: The “Otaku” Economic Engine
While Tokyo dominates the general “Japan Travel” narrative, Osaka is uniquely 
positioned to capture the sophisticated pop-culture fan. The Midwest is home to 
one of the largest, most organized fan bases in North America.

3.1 The “Anime Central” Phenomenon
• The Venue: Anime Central (ACen), held annually in Rosemont, IL (5 minutes 

from O’Hare Airport), is the largest anime convention in the Midwest.
• The Volume: The event consistently draws over 36,000 unique attendees 

(AnimeCons, 2025). This is not foot traffic; these are individual, ticket-buying 
“super-fans.”

• The “Nipponbashi” Opportunity: This demographic is suffering from “Tokyo 
Fatigue.” They are actively seeking a deeper, retro-gaming destination. 
Osaka’s Den Den Town is the perfect product to market to this audience 
as the “Holy Land of the West,” specifically for retro-hardware that is now 
scarce in Akihabara.

4. The “Coalesced” Community Advantage
A major inefficiency in marketing to Los Angeles or New York is community 
fragmentation. In contrast, the Chicago-area Japanese community is uniquely 
centralized, acting as a powerful amplifier for tourism campaigns.

4.1 The “Golden Corridor”
• Concentration: The Japanese business and residential population is tightly 

coalesced in the Northwest suburbs, specifically Arlington Heights and 
Schaumburg (Wikipedia, 2025).

• Corporate Power: This corridor hosts the U.S. headquarters of major 
Japanese heavy industry (Omron, Mitsubishi Electric Automation, Komatsu), 
many of which have deep Kansai roots.

• Strategic Benefit: A single, well-placed campaign in this corridor (e.g., 
at Mitsuwa Marketplace) achieves market saturation that would require 
millions of dollars in a fragmented city like Los Angeles.
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5. Cultural Synergy: “Sister Spirits” 
The strongest argument for high visitor satisfaction is Cultural Alignment. The 
“personality” of the Midwest mirrors the “personality” of Osaka.

Trait Midwestern 
Value Osaka Value Synergy

Communication

“Midwest Nice”
Unpretentious, 

talkative, and warm 
toward strangers.

“Osaka Friendly” 
Famous for humor, 

banter (boke-
tsukkomi), and 

openness.

Midwesterners may 
 find Tokyo “cold” 
but see Osaka as 

“welcoming,” leading  
to repeat visits.

Dining

“Comfort Food” 
Deep dish pizza, 
heavy portions, 

“food for the soul.”

“Kuidaore”  
Eat ‘til you drop. 
Hearty, flavor-
rich street food 
(Okonomiyaki).

A shared love for 
unpretentious,  

high-quality dining 
creates an instant 

“foodie” bond.

Business

“The Handshake” 
Pragmatic, 

relationship-first, 
manufacturing-

based.

“Merchant City”  
Direct, commercial, 

and historically 
industrial.

Corporate MICE 
travelers from Chicago 
find Osaka’s business 
culture efficient and 

familiar.
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6. Strategic Action Plan: A Framework for 
Implementation
 
Note to Stakeholders: The following section serves as a hypothetical model 
illustrating how the “Kitsunaka Strategy” can be operationalized. These phases are 
designed to be scalable, data-driven, and focused on specific, high-conversion 
demographics within the Chicago hub.

Phase 1: The “Otaku” Pipeline (Consumer Activation)
• The Target: Attendees of Anime Central (ACen) in Rosemont, IL.
• Supporting Fact: U.S. “Super-Fans” (Otaku) are 2.5x more likely to visit Japan 

multiple times compared to general tourists. ACen’s 36,000+ attendees 
represent a concentrated pool of pre-qualified, high-intent leads.

• Operational Tactic: The OCTB establishes a premium “Osaka Experience” 
pavilion. Utilizing high-fidelity VR, we showcase Nipponbashi (Den Den 
Town). Unlike Tokyo’s Akihabara, which has shifted toward mainstream retail, 
Nipponbashi retains the “Retro-Hardware” density that Midwest collectors 
prioritize.

• Execution Partner: IACE Travel or JTB USA (Chicago Branch) to facilitate  
on-site booking.

• KPI Benchmark: 5% conversion of unique attendees (approx. 1,800 pax) with 
a target LTV (Lifetime Value) of three return trips within five years.

Phase 2: Corporate “Kansai Bio-Link” (MICE Expansion)
• The Target: The Northern Illinois Bio-Medical Corridor.
• Supporting Fact: Illinois is home to over 200 pharmaceutical and medical 

device companies, including Fortune 500 giants like Abbott, AbbVie, and 
Baxter. This corridor generates billions in R&D, much of it aligned with 
Osaka’s Saito Life Science Park.

• Operational Tactic: Leverage the 52-year Chicago-Osaka Sister City 
relationship to offer “Frictionless MICE” packages. This includes VIP access to 
Intex Osaka and curated technical exchanges with Osaka-based med-tech 
startups.

• Execution Partner: World Business Chicago (WBC) in coordination with the 
Kansai Economic Federation (Kankeiren).

• KPI Benchmark: Secure three (3) mid-sized technical conferences (200–500 
attendees each) within the first 24 months, focusing on high-spend business 
class travelers.
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Phase 3: The “Osaka Friendly” Certification (Grassroots Branding)
• The Target: The “Golden Corridor” Japanese culinary scene (Arlington 

Heights/Schaumburg).
• Supporting Fact: There are over 100 Japanese-owned or Japan-themed 

businesses within a 15-mile radius of O’Hare International Airport.
• Operational Tactic: Launch an official OCTB-backed certification for venues 

serving authentic Konamon (Osaka flour-based cuisine). Certified “Osaka 
Hubs” receive marketing support, exclusive “Osaka Soul Food” coaster sets, 
and QR-linked digital guides.

• Execution Partner: Chicago Japanese American Council (CJAC) and local 
retail anchors like Mitsuwa Marketplace.

• KPI Benchmark: 50+ certified locations established within 12 months, 
creating a localized ecosystem of “mini-billboards” that drive brand 
awareness at a negligible Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC).
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7. Execution Framework & Requirements
To transition from a hypothetical model to a revenue-generating reality, the 
following infrastructure is required:

7.1 Define the Execution Entity
Success requires an External Management Office (EMO) specifically tasked with 
the Midwest region. This entity functions as the “boots on the ground,” reporting 
directly to the OCTB but operating with the speed and local cultural nuance of a 
Chicago-based firm.

7.2 Financial & KPI Framework (Preliminary Targets)

Metric Year 1 Target Year 3 Target

New Visitor Growth +2,500 (Direct) +12,000 (Cumulative)

Average Spending ¥350,000 / person ¥380,000 / person

Corporate MICE Contracts 1 Major Pilot 4 Ongoing Annuals

Estimated ROI 4:1 (Revenue to Spend) 9:1 (Network Effect)
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7.3 Requirement: The Chicago-Side Operator  
The primary risk factor is the lack of a dedicated Chicago-side lead. This operator 
must bridge the gap between Osaka’s bureaucratic requirements and the 
Midwest’s pragmatic business style.

• Operator Profile: An entity with deep institutional ties to the Japan America 
Society of Chicago, Anime Central organizers, and the Illinois Department of 
Commerce.

• Role: To act as the “Local Face” of Osaka, ensuring that the Kitsunaka Model 
is applied correctly to all localized marketing, ensuring it is “Explicit” enough 
for Americans while remaining “Authentic” enough for the OCTB.

7.4 Conclusion: The Strategic Recommendation
The Midwest market is ready for Osaka, but it requires a Bridge. We recommend an 
immediate pilot phase led by a designated Chicago operator to activate Phase 1 
and 3 concurrently. This will provide the “Proof of Concept” needed to unlock the 
larger Phase 2 MICE revenue.

 
8. Conclusion
The American Midwest is no longer a “secondary” or “flyover” option for the Osaka 
Convention & Tourism Bureau (OCTB); it is a primary economic engine and a vital 
hedge against global market volatility. As the data suggests, the region possesses 
a unique combination of sovereign-scale wealth, extreme cultural affinity, and a 
centralized population that allows for highly efficient marketing spend.

8.1 A Sovereign-Level Economic Partner
The Midwest represents the 4th largest economy in the world if viewed as a 
standalone entity, producing a combined GDP of approximately $4.2 Trillion  
(BEA, 2024).

• The Illinois Hub: With a GDP of $1.04 Trillion, Illinois alone possesses more 
economic power than the sovereign nations of Turkey, Saudi Arabia, or the 
Netherlands.

• High-Yield Potential: Chicago’s per-capita income is roughly 25% higher 
than the U.S. national average, creating a demographic of “Super-Travelers” 
who are not price-sensitive but value-sensitive. They are willing to pay for 
premium experiences, provided those experiences offer the “Kitsunaka” 
standard of authenticity.
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8.2 Stability via High-Affinity Demographics
Unlike short-haul markets that fluctuate based on diplomatic cooling or currency 
shifts, the Midwest traveler represents a stable, high-intent asset:

 •The Spending Gap: According to the Japan Tourism Agency (JTA, 2024), the 
average U.S. traveler spends ¥341,000 per visit, nearly 60% more than the 
average short-haul visitor.

• Retention and Loyalty: The “Otaku” demographic—anchored by Chicago’s 
36,000+ unique annual ACen attendees—views Japan not as a one-time 
destination, but as a lifelong interest. By capturing this market now, Osaka 
secures a pipeline of repeat visitors for the next 20–30 years.

8.3 The “Bridge” Advantage
The cultural synergy identified in this proposal—the shared “Merchant Soul” of 
Osaka and the “Industrial Heart” of Chicago—means that marketing conversion 
rates will be significantly higher here than in the culturally disparate coastal 
markets.

8.4 Final Recommendation
To ignore the Midwest is to leave a trillion-dollar opportunity on the table. By 
prioritizing Chicago as a primary sister-hub, the OCTB secures a high-yield, stable 
future. This strategy shifts the focus from “Quantity” to “Quality,” ensuring that 
Osaka’s tourism infrastructure is supported by visitors who stay longer, spend 
more, and value the city’s unique spirit.

The path forward requires an immediate commitment to a Chicago-side operator 
to bridge the final gap between Osaka’s vision and the Midwest’s capital.
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THE MIRROR MARKETS: Cultural Synergy Between Osaka 
and the American Midwest
CONCEPT: The success of a tourism campaign is not just about destination 
awareness; it is about psychographic alignment. The American Midwest and 
Osaka share a distinct “spiritual DNA” that makes them mirror cultures. This 
alignment reduces “culture shock” and dramatically increases visitor satisfaction, 
leading to higher repeat visitation rates.

1. The Social Fabric: “Midwest Nice” vs. “Osaka Friendly”
The most defining trait of both regions is a rejection of “big city coldness” (often 
associated with New York or Tokyo) in favor of warmth and interaction.

• The Midwest: Famous for “Midwest Nice.” It is culturally expected to strike up 
conversations with strangers in elevators, bars, or lines. Silence is seen as 
awkward; friendliness is currency.

• Osaka: Famous for being the most talkative city in Japan. The culture of 
“Boke-Tsukkomi” (comedic banter) means shopkeepers, taxi drivers, and 
bartenders actively engage with customers.

• The Synergy: A Midwestern tourist in Tokyo may feel ignored or isolated by 
the reserve of the locals. In Osaka, they feel “at home” because the locals 
actively engage with them.

2. Gastronomy: “Hearty Food” & “Konamon” (Flour Culture)
Both cultures prioritize flavor, portion size, and unpretentiousness over luxury 
presentation.

• The Midwest: The land of Deep Dish Pizza, Chicago Dogs, and BBQ. Food 
is hearty, meant to be shared, and often “messy.” Value is determined by 
“fullness and flavor.”

• Osaka: The city of Kuidaore (Eat ‘til you drop). The cuisine is defined by 
Konamon (flour-based foods): Okonomiyaki, Takoyaki, and Kushikatsu. It is 
savory, sauce-heavy, and unpretentious.

• The Synergy: The Midwestern palate is perfectly primed for Osaka’s 
“B-Grade Gourmet” scene. The concept of standing at a stall and eating hot, 
savory food (Takoyaki) mirrors the Chicago tradition of the street-side hot 
dog stand.
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3. The Economic Soul: Makers & Merchants
Both regions share a history as the industrial and commercial engines of their 
respective nations, creating a pragmatic, “no-nonsense” business culture.

• The Midwest: The “Rust Belt” and agricultural hub. The culture respects 
people who make things—manufacturing, farming, and logistics. Business is 
conducted with a handshake and direct eye contact.

• Osaka: Historically the “Nation’s Kitchen” (Tenka no Daidokoro) and the 
heart of Japan’s SME manufacturing sector (Higashiosaka). The Osakan 
greeting “Moukari-makka?” (Are you making money?) reflects a transparent, 
pragmatic view of commerce.

• The Synergy: Business travelers from the Midwest appreciate the directness 
of Osaka business culture. It lacks the bureaucratic layers often found in 
Tokyo or D.C., leading to faster deal-making.

4. Entertainment DNA: Comedy & Underdogs
Both regions view themselves as the “fun” alternative to the “serious” capital city.

• The Midwest: Chicago is the comedy capital of the U.S. (Second City, SNL). 
Humor is used as a coping mechanism and a social bond. Sports fans 
(Chicago Cubs/Bears) are famously loyal, even through decades of losing.

• Osaka: The comedy capital of Japan (Yoshimoto Kogyo). Manzai is the local 
language. The Hanshin Tigersfanbase is nearly identical to the Chicago 
Cubs fanbase—passionate, rowdy, and fiercely loyal to the “underdog” team 
against the “elite” Tokyo Giants.

• The Synergy: A Midwesterner watching a Hanshin Tigers game, even without 
speaking Japanese, understands the energy instantly. It is the same energy 
as Wrigley Field.

STRATEGIC TAKEAWAY
Marketing Osaka to the Midwest requires zero “cultural translation.” We do not 
need to teach them how to enjoy Osaka; they are already culturally wired to enjoy 
it. This gives us a huge advantage

The Pitch: “Osaka is the Chicago of Japan. The food is better, the people are nicer, 
and the energy is real.”
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American Branding (The “Hard Sell”) Japanese Branding (The “Soft Sell”)

Focus: The USP (Unique Selling Proposition) 
“What does this do for me right now?”

Focus: Anshin (Peace of Mind/Trust) 
“Who is making this and can I trust them?”

Communication: Explicit & Direct 
Benefits are listed clearly. Conflict/Problem-
solving is highlighted.

Communication: Implicit & Atmospheric 
Sets a mood (Kūki). Avoids conflict; emphasizes 
harmony (Wa).

Visual Style: Hero-Centric 
The individual consumer is shown conquering 
the world with the product.

Visual Style: Context-Centric
The product is shown as part of a harmonious 
lifestyle or nature.

Key Driver: Aspiration 
“Buy this to become better.”

Key Driver: Empathy 
“Buy this because we understand you.”

Appendix II: BRIDGING THE BRAND GAP:  
A Hypothetical Framework for  
Strategic Implementation & Discovery 
 

THE CHALLENGE: Japanese branding and American branding operate on 
fundamentally different psychological operating systems. “New discoveries”—
innovative campaigns that resonate deeply—occur not by choosing one over the 
other, but by finding the synthesis between them. This example demonstrates how 
the Kitsunaka Model can be applied to a Chicago/Osaka cultural initiative. 

1. The Philosophical Divide

2. The Midwest Opportunity: The “Hybrid” Discovery
The American Midwest is a “Middle Path” where System 1 and System 2 overlap.

• The Discovery: Midwesterners are “Pragmatic Romantics.” They require the 
logical utility of a product (System 2) but are moved by the heritage and 
sincerity of the maker (System 1).

• The Strategy: Translate Osaka’s quality into the language of Midwestern 
utility. We move from “Traditional Knife” (Feature) to “The Soul of the Smith” 
(Narrative Utility). 
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3. Operational Foundation (System 2: The Japanese Pillar)
To ensure the Kitsunaka model survives past the strategy phase, the following 
structural pillars are established to mitigate risk and ensure fiscal responsibility. 
This can adapt as needed, with different organizations 

A. Governance & Ownership
• The program will operate under a Joint Steering Committee (JSC) to ensure 

accountability:
• Strategic Owner: Boojazz (Brand Architecture & Creative Direction).
• Operating Body: A dedicated Kitsunaka Task Force comprising 

representatives from the Osaka Convention & Tourism Bureau (OCTB) and 
Chicago Sister Cities International.

• Accountability: Quarterly reviews against the 36-month roadmap. If targets 
are missed, the JSC triggers a “Pivot or Persevere” audit.

B. Budget & Funding Framework
• The proposed budget follows a 60/40 Funding Split (Public/Private) to ensure 

community buy-in and commercial viability.

• ROI Projection: We project a 3:1 return on marketing spend via increased 
tourism bookings and B2B export contracts, outperforming West Coast 
benchmarks by 15% due to lower acquisition costs in the Midwest.

C. KPIs & The Conversion Funnel
• Success is measured through a System 2 logical funnel, moving from raw 

awareness to economic impact.
• Awareness: 1M+ impressions via Anime Central (ACen) or other related 

conventions (depending on industry) along with social channels.
• Lead Generation: Capture 10,000 “Osaka-Interested” emails via VR tour  

sign-ups.
• Conversion (The 5% Target): Tracked via unique promo codes and  

QR-linked travel packages provided by airline partners.
• Timeline: * Months 1-12: Foundation & Stakeholder alignment.
• Months 13-24: Execution (ACen Launch, VR Rollout).
• Months 25-36: Scalability & Long-term Tourism growth.

Category Primary Funding Source Cost Assumptions
ACen Pavilion OCTB / Corporate Sponsors Tier 1 Booth Space + Logistics

VR Content Production Tech Partnerships / Grants High-fidelity 360° Factory Tours

Staffing & Ops Chicago Sister Cities / Local HQs Local bilingual contractors + travel

Certifications Private Industry Associations Materials for “Osaka-Certified” venues
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	 Marketing
	 Funnel

4. Stakeholder Alignment & Political Traction

• The Kitsunaka Model requires “Nemawashi” (foundational consensus 
building) to succeed.

• Current Status: This framework assumes the cooperation of the OCTB and 
Chicago Sister Cities (or similiar organizations).

• Next Milestone: Secure Letters of Intent (LOI) from key Japanese corporate 
HQs in the Midwest (e.g., manufacturing and logistics firms) to act as 
“foundational” sponsors, mirroring the Japanese communal business model.

Conclusion
True innovation comes from translation, not transliteration. By anchoring the 
American “System 1” creative energy in a Japanese “System 2” fiscal and 
governance structure, we create a brand identity that is both exotic and 
deeply dependable. This is just an example. A true program would need to be 
developed in accordance with participating teams and organizations. As this is a  
hypothetical model, a true model would need significantly more development.
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In Summary: The Operational Anchor
The Kitsunaka Model is only as strong as its anchor. My decades of studying 
Japanese culture and my deep-rooted institutional access, including my active 
roles within the Japan America Society of Chicago, the Chicago Japanese Club, 
the Chicago Osaka Sister Cities Committee, and the Japanese American Service 
Committee, allow me to bridge these worlds with unique authority.

I hope to represent the essential “missing piece” of this equation. By providing the 
logical “System 2” foundation, I ensure that “System 1” American innovation has a 
stable, credible track to run on. I don’t just propose the bridge; I have the local and 
international networks to build it and the expertise to manage the marketing along 
with crafting the creative and critical messaging. Thank you for reading my initial 
thoughts on the Kitsunaka Model

Respectfully,

Michael Foster
boojazz.com
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The Heartland Strategy: A 
Comprehensive Framework for  
Osaka-Chicago Economic and 
Tourism Integration 

Executive Summary 

The economic and diplomatic corridor between Chicago, Illinois, and Osaka, Japan, 
represents one of the most significant, yet historically underutilized, sub-national 
partnerships in the trans-Pacific economy. While the Tokyo-Washington D.C. axis 
defines national policy and the Tokyo-San Francisco axis dominates technology and 
venture capital, the Chicago-Osaka relationship—anchored in the industrial, 
logistical, and cultural "heartlands" of their respective nations—offers a distinct value 
proposition. This report articulates the "Heartland Strategy," a multi-dimensional 
framework designed to deepen bilateral integration across advanced 
manufacturing, life sciences, logistics, and high-value tourism. 
The year 2025 marks a critical inflection point. As Osaka prepares to host World Expo 
2025, and as Chicago redefines its post-pandemic economic identity, the 50-year 
sister city relationship (celebrated in 2023) is evolving from ceremonial friendship to 

strategic economic necessity.1 The shared characteristics of these regions are 

striking: both serve as the central logistics hubs of their nations, both possess deep 
industrial roots transitioning into advanced manufacturing and robotics, and both 
are recognized globally as culinary capitals. 
However, significant structural challenges threaten to stall this momentum. The 
suspension of direct aviation links between Chicago O'Hare (ORD) and Kansai 
International Airport (KIX) imposes a "transfer penalty" on high-value cargo and 

executive travel.3 Furthermore, the restructuring of major pharmaceutical players like 

Takeda and Baxter has altered the traditional corporate headquarters landscape, 

necessitating a shift toward innovation-based partnerships.4 
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This exhaustive report provides a strategic roadmap for stakeholders in government, 
corporate sectors, and tourism bureaus. It analyzes the institutional architecture of 
the "Sister Street" agreements, the urgent business case for restoring connectivity, 
the synergies in the "Golden Corridor" of manufacturing, and the untapped potential 
of cross-market medical incubation. By leveraging these pillars, Chicago and Osaka 
can forge a resilient economic alliance that transcends the limitations of coastal-
centric models. 

1. Institutional Architecture: The Governance of 
Cooperation 

The Heartland Strategy is not a theoretical construct but a functioning ecosystem 
built upon decades of institutional architecture. Understanding the evolution of these 
governance structures—from municipal agreements to public-private partnerships—
is essential for any entity seeking to engage with this corridor. 
 

1.1 The Evolution of the Sister City Partnership (1973–Present) 

The bedrock of the relationship is the Sister City Agreement signed in 1973. Unlike 
many such agreements which remain dormant or purely ceremonial, the Chicago-
Osaka partnership operates as a high-frequency conduit for diplomatic and 
economic exchange. Managed under the auspices of Chicago Sister Cities 
International (CSCI), a division of World Business Chicago, the partnership is 
structured to drive inclusive economic growth and promote Chicago as a leading 

global city.6 

The governance model is characterized by a "Citizen Diplomacy" approach, officially 
recognized when the highest elected officials sign agreements, but operationally 

driven by volunteer committees and corporate stakeholders.7 The Osaka Committee, 

currently chaired by Kimiyo Naka, coordinates activities ranging from the Youth 

Leadership Summit (YLS) to high-level business delegations.6 
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Key Governance Milestones and Strategic shifts: 
● 1973: Establishment of formal ties, creating the diplomatic channel. 
● 2013: 40th Anniversary marked by the visit of the Osaka Government Tourism 

Bureau's Executive Director to Chicago, initiating the modern focus on tourism 

reciprocity.8 

● 2018: The establishment of the "Sister Street" partnership, a landmark 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between The Magnificent Mile 
(Chicago) and Midosuji Boulevard (Osaka). This moved the relationship from 

general municipal friendship to specific, asset-based economic collaboration.1 

● 2023: The 50th Anniversary Celebration. A pivotal moment where Chicago 
Mayor Brandon Johnson and Osaka Mayor Hideyuki Yokoyama reaffirmed the 
partnership with a focus on "promoting business and innovation exchanges" 

alongside traditional cultural pillars.1 

● 2024: The "Team Illinois" trade mission to Japan, led by Governor JB Pritzker, 
which explicitly integrated the sister city network into a broader state-level FDI 

attraction strategy, targeting quantum computing and clean energy.10 

This evolution demonstrates a shift from "peace through people" to "prosperity 
through partnership." The current framework allows businesses to utilize these pre-
existing diplomatic channels to bypass traditional barriers to market entry. 
 

1.2 The "Sister Street" Economic Corridor: Managing Urban 
Vibrancy 

A unique and particular component of the Heartland Strategy is the "Sister Street" 
relationship between The Magnificent Mile (Michigan Avenue) and Midosuji 
Boulevard. This is not merely a branding exercise; it is an operational partnership 
designed to address the shared challenges of urban retail management in a post-
digital economy. 
Both avenues serve as the commercial spines of their respective cities. Midosuji, the 
"main street" of Osaka, and Michigan Avenue, Chicago's retail crown jewel, face 
identical pressures: the need to combat retail vacancy, the demand for experiential 
placemaking, and the requirement for robust Business Improvement District (BID) 
management. 



Heartland Strategy Michael Foster  |  Boojazz Studios  |  boojazz.com  4 

Operational Synergies and Best Practices: 
● Festival Alignment: The partnership has facilitated the cross-promotion of the 

Midosuji Festival of Lights and Chicago's Magnificent Mile Lights Festival. During 
the 2023 delegation, leaders from The Magnificent Mile Association, including 
President Kimberly Bares, participated in the Midosuji kickoff, sharing logistical 

and sponsorship strategies.11 

● Physical Commemoration & Branding: In July 2024, a permanent plaque was 
installed at the corner of Michigan Avenue and Superior Street (outside Tiffany 

& Co.) to commemorate the relationship.12 This physical marker serves as a 

daily reminder of the corridor to millions of pedestrians, normalizing the 
association between the two luxury districts. 

● The "WOW! Corridor" Concept: Chicago is currently implementing a strategy to 
infuse vibrancy as "infrastructure," investing $100 million into the corridor. By 
exchanging data with Midosuji on pedestrian flow, luxury retail trends, and 
streetscape activation (e.g., street furniture, lighting), both districts aim to 
create "Urban Resorts" that defy the decline of traditional brick-and-mortar 

retail.11 

 

1.3 World Business Chicago and the Osaka Convention & Tourism 
Bureau 

The institutional bridge is reinforced by the formal cooperation between World 
Business Chicago (WBC) and the Osaka Convention & Tourism Bureau (OCTB). 
The OCTB, utilizing its "Asia's No. 1 International Tourism and Culture City" vision, has 
aggressively courted Chicago. In 2013, they hosted seminars at the Consulate 
General of Japan in Chicago to directly pitch Osaka's economic scale—noting that 
Osaka City's economy alone exceeds that of Hong Kong or Thailand—to Chicago 

investors.8 

 

 

 

 

 



Heartland Strategy Michael Foster  |  Boojazz Studios  |  boojazz.com  5 

Conversely, WBC utilizes the sister city network to facilitate "Global Strategic 
Initiatives." The 2023 delegation to Osaka was not a standalone event but part of a 
continuous engagement strategy involving over 90 consulates and 100 chambers of 

commerce.14 This institutional density means that a Chicago company seeking to 

enter Osaka does not need to start from scratch; they can plug into a pre-validated 
network of "Sister City" committees, JETRO offices, and Chamber partnerships that 
lower the trust barrier—a critical factor in Japanese business culture. 

2. Connectivity: The Crisis of Logistics and The 
Imperative for Restoration 

The "Heartland Strategy" relies on the movement of people and goods. Historically, 
the direct air link between Chicago O'Hare (ORD) and Kansai International (KIX) was 
the artery that sustained this organism. Its current suspension represents the single 
most significant bottleneck to fully realizing the potential of the Osaka-Chicago 
alliance. 
 

2.1 The Aviation Gap: Analyzing the "Transfer Penalty" 

As of the 2024/2025 schedules, there are no direct, non-stop flights operating 

between ORD and KIX.3 Major carriers that historically serviced the region, including 

American Airlines, United Airlines, and Japan Airlines (JAL), currently route traffic 
through hubs. 
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Current Route Dynamics: 
 
Carrier Routing Status (2025) Implications for 

Business 

Japan Airlines (JAL) KIX ↔ LAX ↔ ORD Codeshare (AA) Adds approx. 4–6 hours; 
increases cargo handling 
risk at LAX transfer.15 

United Airlines ORD ↔ SFO ↔ KIX Connection San Francisco (SFO) acts 
as the Pacific gateway, 
diluting Chicago's status 
as a direct Asian hub.16 

ANA ORD ↔ HND/NRT Direct to Tokyo Requires a domestic 
flight (HND-ITM/KIX) or 
Shinkansen transfer (2.5 
hrs) to reach Osaka, 
adding "last mile" 
complexity.17 

 
The Economic Cost of Disconnection: 
The lack of a direct flight imposes a "transfer penalty." For passenger travel, 
specifically C-suite executives from companies like Omron or Takenaka, the lack of a 
direct option reduces the frequency of face-to-face engagement. For logistics, the 
impact is more severe. Belly cargo on direct passenger flights is the preferred 
method for transporting high-value, low-weight goods (e.g., pharmaceutical 
compounds from Takeda, precision sensors from Omron). Trans-shipping these 
goods through Narita or Los Angeles increases the risk of temperature excursions 
(critical for bio-pharma) and logistics delays. 
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2.2 The Business Case for Reinstatement 

Despite the current suspension, the data suggests a robust business case for 
restoring the ORD-KIX link by 2026. The Heartland Strategy identifies three converging 
factors that airline network planners must consider: 

1. Kansai International Airport (KIX) Modernization: KIX has undergone a 
massive renovation of Terminal 1, expanding international capacity to 40 million 
passengers annually. The grand opening of the renovated terminal in March 
2025 positions the airport to handle increased long-haul traffic with improved 
passenger experiences and luxury retail, aligning with the "high-value" tourist 

demographic.18 

2. Expo 2025 Demand Surge: The Osaka-Kansai Expo is projected to attract 28 

million visitors.2 With Tokyo's airports (Haneda/Narita) facing slot constraints, 

KIX serves as the necessary relief valve. A direct link to Chicago—the primary 
hub for the entire US Midwest—would capture significant traffic from the 
American interior destined for the Expo. 

3. Corporate Base Requirements: The density of corporate connections (detailed 
in Section 3) creates a high-yield "front of the cabin" demand. Companies like 
Caterpillar (Akashi), Yanmar (Chicago suburbs), and the entire medical device 
cluster require efficient movement of personnel. 
 

2.3 Future Outlook: The Hydrogen Logistics Corridor 

Looking beyond simple passenger connectivity, the relationship offers potential for a 
"Green Logistics Corridor." Vinci Airports (operator of KIX) and its partners are actively 

studying hydrogen infrastructure for aviation.18 Simultaneously, Illinois is positioning 

itself as a clean hydrogen hub.10 A long-term goal of the Heartland Strategy should 

be the establishment of the first carbon-neutral trade lane between the US Midwest 
and West Japan, utilizing sustainable aviation fuel (SAF) and hydrogen technologies 
championed by both regions' industrial giants. 
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3. Advanced Manufacturing: The "Golden Corridor" 
Connection 

Chicago and Osaka are the "workshops" of their nations. While the 20th century was 
defined by heavy steel and machinery, the 21st-century Heartland Strategy is defined 
by Industry 4.0: the integration of robotics, IoT, and AI into the manufacturing 
process. The "Golden Corridor" along Interstate 90 in Illinois serves as the physical 
manifestation of this relationship, housing the US headquarters of numerous 
Japanese manufacturers. 

3.1 The Trade Show Ecosystem: Synchronizing IMTS and 
Manufacturing World 

A primary mechanism for business integration is the alignment of the regions' 
massive trade shows. Chicago hosts the International Manufacturing Technology 
Show (IMTS), the largest in the Western Hemisphere, while Osaka hosts 
Manufacturing World Osaka. 
Strategic Alignment of Trade Platforms: 
 

Feature IMTS (Chicago) Manufacturing 
World (Osaka) 

Strategic Synergy 

Venue McCormick Place INTEX Osaka Opportunities for 
"Twin Convention" 
incentives. 

Scale ~89,000–130,000 

attendees 19 

~31,000 attendees 21 Massive cross-
exposure potential. 

Focus CNC, Digital Twin, 
Heavy Industry 

Mechanical 
Components, DX, AI 
Solutions 

Complementary 
supply chain 
integration. 

Key Sectors Automotive, 
Aerospace, Medical 

Factory Automation, 
Additive Mfg. 

Joint technology 
development. 

Strategy: Companies exhibiting at Manufacturing World Osaka, such as An Earth or 

PicoCELA Inc. (mesh Wi-Fi for factories), are prime candidates for FDI into Illinois.22 



Heartland Strategy Michael Foster  |  Boojazz Studios  |  boojazz.com  9 

The strategy calls for a formalized "exhibitor exchange" program where winners of 
startup pitches in Osaka are subsidized to exhibit at IMTS, and vice versa, 
accelerating their entry into the partner market. 
 

3.2 Corporate Anchors: The Engines of Integration 

The Heartland Strategy is anchored by major corporations that have already 
successfully bridged the divide. These "Anchor Firms" provide the supply chain 
gravity necessary to attract smaller suppliers and innovators. 
 

3.2.1 Caterpillar: The Akashi Connection 

Caterpillar, deeply rooted in Illinois history, maintains its Hydraulic Excavator 
Development Center in Akashi, Hyogo Prefecture (part of the greater Osaka/Kansai 
region). Established in 1963 as a joint venture with Mitsubishi Heavy Industries, the 
Akashi facility is now the sole global development center for specific lines of 

hydraulic excavators.23 

● Significance: This facility does not just manufacture; it designs. The intellectual 
property created in Kansai drives Caterpillar's global product line. This 
highlights the high-value nature of the relationship—it is an R&D partnership, 
not just a labor arbitrage play. 

● Community Impact: Caterpillar Akashi has launched initiatives like the 
"Women's STEM Award," mirroring efforts in Chicago to diversify the engineering 

workforce.25 
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3.2.2 Omron Automation: The Hoffman Estates Hub 

Omron, a Kyoto-based global leader in automation, has placed its Automation 

Americas Headquarters in Hoffman Estates, a suburb of Chicago.26 

● The "Proof of Concept" Strategy: Omron operates an "Automation Center" in 
Chicago where customers can test robotics and IoT solutions in a live 

environment.26 This center serves as a critical node for transferring Japanese 

robotics technology into the US manufacturing base. 
 

● Strategic Location: By locating in the "Golden Corridor" 28, Omron situates itself 

among peers like Fanuc and Mori Seiki, creating a dense cluster of Japanese 
advanced manufacturing that attracts specialized talent and suppliers. 
 

3.2.3 Yanmar: Ag-Tech and Power 

Yanmar, famous for its diesel engines and agricultural machinery, maintains a 
robust presence in the Chicago hinterland (Buffalo Grove and dealers across 

Illinois).29 As Illinois leads the nation in "Next Generation Agriculture" and "Ag Tech" 10, 

Yanmar's capabilities in automated farming equipment align perfectly with the 
state's economic priorities. 
 

3.3 Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) Flows 

The "Team Illinois" missions in 2023 and 2024 have aggressively targeted Japanese 
companies for expansion. The focus has shifted from general manufacturing to 
specific high-tech verticals: Quantum Computing, Clean Energy, and 

Microelectronics.10 

 

● Recent Wins: The 2023 delegation resulted in 13 new prospective FDI projects.11 

● J-Bridge Partnership: Illinois actively collaborates with JETRO's "J-Bridge" 
program, which facilitates collaboration between Japanese corporations and 
overseas startups, specifically pitching Illinois' quantum and food-tech 

strengths to Japanese investors.10 
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4. Life Sciences: From Manufacturing to Innovation 

The Life Sciences sector represents the most complex and rapidly evolving pillar of 
the Heartland Strategy. Historically defined by large manufacturing headquarters 
(HQ), the relationship is pivoting toward decentralized innovation and startup 
incubation. 
 

4.1 The Corporate Shift: Takeda and Baxter 

For decades, Takeda Pharmaceutical's US headquarters in Deerfield, Illinois, was the 
anchor of the relationship. Takeda's decision to move its HQ to Boston following the 

Shire acquisition was a significant structural shock.4 However, this did not end the 

relationship; it transformed it. 
● Legacy Assets: While the HQ moved, the talent pool and infrastructure 

remained. Horizon Therapeutics (now part of Amgen) acquired the former 

Takeda campus, maintaining the site as a life sciences hub.30 

● Baxter International: A global med-tech giant headquartered in Deerfield, 
Baxter continues to drive the relationship. In 2017, Baxter partnered with MATTER, 

Chicago's premier healthcare incubator, to source innovation.5 This signals a 

shift from "building everything in-house" to "buying innovation." 
 

4.2 Ecosystem Synergies: Incubating the Future 

The Heartland Strategy now focuses on connecting the innovation engines of both 
regions rather than just the corporate offices. 
 
Chicago's Asset: The Illinois Medical District (IMD) & MATTER 
The IMD is a massive urban laboratory, comprising four major hospitals and medical 
research facilities.31 Combined with MATTER, Chicago offers a "soft landing" for 
Japanese bio-startups. MATTER provides the mentorship and hospital connectivity 
that Japanese firms often lack when entering the US. 
Osaka's Asset: Saito Life Science Park & Nakanoshima Qross 
Osaka has consolidated its bio-cluster into Saito Life Science Park (drug discovery 
focus) and the new Nakanoshima Qross (regenerative medicine focus).32 
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● Regenerative Medicine Dominance: Osaka is the global heart of iPS cell 
research. The "Future Medical EXPO" and "Global Life Science Sessions" held in 
Osaka are key venues where Illinois delegations pitch their state as the clinical 

trial destination for these advanced therapies.34 

 

4.3 Strategic Action: Regulatory Harmonization 

A critical barrier for Japanese device makers entering the US is FDA approval. The 
Heartland Strategy promotes utilizing the Illinois ecosystem to navigate this. By 
partnering with the PMDA (Japan's regulatory agency) and utilizing consultants 
within the Chicago ecosystem (like those at MATTER), Osaka-based startups can 

accelerate their "lag time" for US entry.35 The 2024 "Team Illinois" mission explicitly 

presented Illinois' bioprocessing capabilities to Japanese leaders, aiming to position 

the state as the manufacturing hub for therapies discovered in Kansai.10 

5. Expo 2025 Osaka: The Diplomatic and Economic 
Singularity 

World Expo 2025 (April–October 2025) is not merely an event; it is the diplomatic 
singularity that will define the next decade of the Chicago-Osaka relationship. It 
serves as the physical platform where all strands of the Heartland Strategy—culture, 
business, and policy—converge. 
 

5.1 The Illinois Strategy at the Expo 

The State of Illinois and World Business Chicago have adopted a proactive posture 
toward the Expo. Unlike other states that may view it purely as a federal affair, Illinois 
is treating it as a state-level trade mission opportunity. 

● The USA Pavilion: The pavilion, designed by Trahan Architects with a 

"suspended cube" design, serves as the focal point.36 Illinois is leveraging this 

platform to showcase "American Creativity" and innovation. 
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● Youth Ambassadors: Sister Cities International has recruited "Youth 
Ambassadors"—including Chicago locals—to staff the USA Pavilion. These 
ambassadors serve as the human face of the Heartland Strategy, fluent in both 

cultures and bridging the gap for visitors.2 

 

5.2 Cultural Diplomacy: Myaku-Myaku in the Midwest 

The strategy includes "pre-game" diplomatic activations. In 2024, the official Expo 
mascot, Myaku-Myaku, visited Chicago. This tour was not trivial; the mascot 
appeared at The Magnificent Mile Association's annual meeting and at Harry Caray's 
tavern, effectively integrating the Expo brand into Chicago's pop culture and 

business elite circles.2 This builds "grassroots" anticipation for the event among 

Chicagoans. 
 

5.3 Post-Expo Legacy: Sustainable Urbanism 

The Expo's theme, "Designing Future Society for Our Lives," aligns with Chicago's urban 
planning goals. The Expo features a massive wooden "Grand Ring" structure, one of 

the largest of its kind in the world.37 

● Knowledge Transfer: Post-Expo, the dismantling and repurposing of these 
structures offer a case study for Chicago's own sustainable architecture firms. 
There is an opportunity for Chicago's architecture community (famous for the 
skyscraper) to collaborate with Osaka's architects on sustainable timber 
construction, utilizing the Expo as a living laboratory. 

6. The Experience Economy: Tourism, Gastronomy, 
and Culture 

The final pillar of the strategy addresses the movement of people—not just as 
business travelers, but as consumers of culture. Chicago and Osaka are culturally 
distinct from their coastal counterparts; they are cities defined by food, comedy, and 
a "work hard, play hard" ethos. 
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6.1 Inbound Tourism Economics: The High-Value US Traveler 

The data from 2024 paints a clear picture: the US is the most valuable non-Asian 
tourism market for Japan. 

● Volume: 2.72 million US visitors in 2024 (+33.2% year-over-year).38 

● Value: US tourists spend significantly more per capita than visitors from 
neighboring Asian countries, driven by a weak yen and a preference for luxury 

experiences.39 

● Behavior: Unlike short-haul visitors who may focus on shopping, US visitors stay 

longer (avg. 10+ days) and seek "immersive" cultural experiences.40 

Strategic Implication: The OCTB and Chicago tourism bodies are pivoting marketing 
away from the "Golden Route" (Tokyo-Kyoto) to position Osaka and Chicago as 
"Urban Resorts." The goal is to capture the "second-time visitor"—the American who 
has already seen Tokyo and Kyoto and is now seeking the authentic, gritty, culinary 
soul of Japan found in Osaka. 
 

6.2 Gastronomy: The "Kitchens of the Nation" 

Both cities claim the title of their nation's "Kitchen." This is a powerful branding tool. 
● Michelin Alignment: 

○ Osaka (2025 Guide): A powerhouse with 8 Three-Star restaurants (e.g., 

Hajime, Kashiwaya) and 27 Two-Star establishments.41 

○ Chicago (2024 Guide): A global dining destination with Three-Star icons 

like Alinea and Smyth.42 

 
● "Soul Food" Diplomacy: Beyond fine dining, the "Heartland Strategy" leverages 

street food culture. Osaka's Konamon (flour-based food like Okonomiyaki and 
Takoyaki) mirrors Chicago's Deep Dish Pizza and Hot Dogs. These are working-
class, unpretentious foods that define the cities' characters. 

● Actionable Program: The report recommends "Gastronomy Weeks" where 
Osaka chefs take over Chicago kitchens (and vice versa). For example, a 
collaboration between Osaka's Oimatsu Hisano (a newly awarded Two-Star 

kaiseki 43) and a Chicago counterpart could drive significant high-net-worth 

tourism interest. 
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6.3 MICE Strategy: Twin Conventioneering 

Chicago (McCormick Place) and Osaka (INTEX Osaka) are massive convention hubs. 
● Complementary Calendars: IMTS (Chicago) is biennial (even years); 

Manufacturing World (Osaka) is annual but peaks in October.19 

● Incentivization: The bureaus should offer "Twin City" packages to global 
associations. If a medical association holds its global summit in Chicago in 
2026, they should receive incentives (subsidized venue costs, VIP cultural 
access) to hold their Asian summit in Osaka in 2027. 

Conclusion 

The "Heartland Strategy" is a vision for a deep, structural integration between 
Chicago and Osaka. It moves beyond the superficial exchanges of the past into a 
relationship defined by joint innovation, supply chain resilience, and high-value 
experience exchange. 
The fundamental argument is that Chicago and Osaka share an economic DNA that 
makes them better partners for each other than their respective capitals. They are 
the makers, the movers, and the feeders of their nations. By resolving the connectivity 
bottleneck (restoring direct flights), aligning their massive trade show ecosystems 
(IMTS/Manufacturing World), and leveraging the diplomatic singularity of Expo 2025, 
these two cities can create a trans-Pacific economic corridor that is resilient, 
innovative, and deeply prosperous. 
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Appendix: Strategic Data Tables 

Table 1: The "Sister Street" Comparison 

 

Feature The Magnificent 
Mile (Chicago) 

Midosuji Boulevard 
(Osaka) 

Strategic Action 

Character Premier Luxury Retail 
& Hospitality 

Osaka's "Main Street" 
& Luxury Hub 

Joint "Urban Resort" 
Marketing 

Management The Magnificent Mile 
Association 

Midosuji District 
Management 

Best Practice 
Exchange on BIDs 

Key Event Magnificent Mile 
Lights Festival 

Midosuji Festival of 
Lights 

Cross-promotion of 

festivals 11 

Challenge Retail Vacancy / 
Foot Traffic 

Urban Vibrancy / 
Sidewalk Usage 

"WOW! Corridor" 
Data Sharing 

 
Table 2: Aviation Connectivity Analysis (2025 Outlook) 

 

Route Carrier Status Flight Time 
(Approx) 

Business 
Impact 

Source 

ORD - KIX 
(Direct) 

None Suspended ~13h 50m High 
Negative: 
Increases 
travel time 
and logistics 
risk. 

3 

ORD - HND - 
ITM 

ANA/United Active ~17h 30m Moderate: 
Requires 
transfer at 
Haneda to 
Itami 
(Domestic). 

16 
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ORD - SFO - 
KIX 

United Active ~17h 34m Moderate: 
Adds 
connection 
risk on West 
Coast. 

16 

ORD - LAX - 
KIX 

JAL 
(Codeshare) 

Active ~17h 27m Moderate: 
Long layovers 
common. 

44 

 
Table 3: Life Sciences Ecosystem Comparison 

Feature Illinois Medical 
District (IMD) / 
Chicago 

Saito Life Science 
Park / Osaka 

Collaboration 
Opportunity 

Focus Clinical Care, 
Incubation (MATTER), 
Digital Health 

Drug Discovery, 
Basic Science, 
Incubators 

Clinical trials of 
Osaka drugs in 
Chicago. 

Key Tenants Rush, UIC, Vertex, 
(Amgen/Horizon 
nearby) 

NIBIOHN, Major 
Pharma R&D centers 

Joint R&D 
symposiums. 

Regulatory FDA Proximity 
(Consultants) 

PMDA Proximity Regulatory 
harmonization 
consulting. 

Strategy "Soft Landing" for 
international 
startups 

"Biocommunity" 
growth 

Cross-incubation of 
startups. 

This report synthesizes data from World Business Chicago, the Osaka Convention & 
Tourism Bureau, airline schedules, and industry trade publications to provide a 
holistic view of the Chicago-Osaka strategic landscape. 
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