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THE CONSTRUCTION OF SMARTNESS. SOME SOCIOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS 
ABOUT WOMEN AND SMART CITY 

 
Ilaria Iannuzzi 
“Sapienza” University of Rome - Postdoctoral Research Fellow in Sociology at the 
Department of Political Sciences, Sapienza University of Rome; Adjunct Professor at 
University of International Studies of Rome (UNINT) 
 
Introduction  
Our cities and in general our social contexts are becoming increasingly “smart”. The process 
of smartification concerns every area: city, community, home, politics, individual person 
(Iannuzzi 2018; Iannone 2018; Iannone et al. 2018). In this process, the pivotal role is 
undoubtedly represented by the technological element. There is no smart context if it is not at 
the same time also technological.  
In the relationship between technology and smart society, a fundamental role is played by 
women. It has been analyzed, for example, that women are much more sensitive and 
responsible than men towards environmental issues. Or again, a smart society is based on the 
importance of the pedagogical dimension, which is also realized through the practice of play: 
contexts in which the female element becomes central.  
An example of the importance of the role of women in this area is Fumiko Hayashi, mayor of 
Yokohama from 2009 to 2021, who immediately set her city administration in terms of 
innovation, cooperation, sustainability, and efficiency. Previously, she was president of BMW 
Tokyo and Tokyo Nissan, gaining managerial experience of high responsibility. 
Hayashi has not only dealt with markets and businesses, but also with civil rights, equal 
opportunities, and social inclusion. She launched one of the most innovative smart city 
platforms in the world: the “Yokohama Smart City Project” (YSCP).  
This paper aims, therefore, to analyze from a sociological point of view the role of women 
within the smart society, with the aim of highlighting the characteristic elements of women's 
contribution to this topic. 
 
Women and environmental issues 
One of the fundamental elements of the smart society, as the case of the smart city clearly 
highlights, is represented by the attention to the environmental issue. No context can be 
considered truly “smart” if it does not adequately consider the issue of respect for the 
environment and all its consequences. Let’s think, for example, of the issue of energy 
efficiency, which directs attention towards the construction of “smart” buildings, that is, that 
pollute little and that are able not to alter the environment in which they are in their 
relationship with nature (Abrahamse and Steg, 2011; Berry et al. 2014; Dawnay and Shah 
2005; Frederiks, Stenner, and Hobman 2015; Janda 2011; Simonson 1993). 
Smart buildings are buildings equipped with devices and systems that can communicate with 
the city and the world effectively but at the same time are able to guarantee to those who live 
there, for their characteristics, high safety qualities and comfort. All this without sacrificing a 
more “sustainable” energy management from both an economic and environmental point of 
view. Although the true smartness remains, fortunately, in those who live there who can 
decide whether to make the best use of what is offered to them by Information and 
Communication Technology (Dall’Ò 2014). 
According to some studies that investigate how environmental demands are perceived by the 
population, in the Italian context women show a greater concern for the issue of the 
environment (Balzaretti and Gargiulo 2009; Nenci 2003).   
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It would be interesting to be able to carry out empirical research in other countries, European 
and non-European, to verify if this connection between women and the environment also 
occurs elsewhere. 
Some classes of clusters emerge from the research. To simplify we can divide the population 
into 6 categories: diligent; disoriented; problematic; optimistic; payer and indifferent (Tacchi 
1996).  
Diligent people have a high sensitivity to environmental problems and confidence in the 
positive future evolution of environmental conditions. This category has a clear female value. 
Disoriented and problematic have not a clear idea about this type of issue. Optimists see with 
serenity the ecological future, both in terms of the safeguard measures that will be undertaken, 
and in terms of new opportunities allowed by scientific and technological development. 
Payers have a strong predisposition to personal economic contribution (i.e. they are convinced 
that paying is the best way to mitigate certain problems). Finally, indifferent people have no 
attention to environmental issues, do not intend to contribute in economic terms and have 
distrust of the possibilities for improvement that certain measures (such as, for example, waste 
management) could entail (Tacchi 1996). 
So, if the environmental issue is fully part of a smart society, then we can see that women 
have enormous potential in this area. Through their example they can also be an example for 
men and women who place themselves in the categories of indifferent or disoriented people.  
Women, in particular, express greater concern about air pollution, hydrogeological instability 
and other natural disasters. Men are more concerned about greenhouse effect/ozone hole, 
waste, deforestation. This difference between women and men is interesting in terms of a 
mutual possibility of influencing one’s own choices. And it is a potential that could be very 
useful in terms of improvement. In this sense, the role of women, from a simple domestic 
role, becomes a social role: the woman who takes care of the house and manages it in a way 
that is attentive to the environment is a woman who is contributing to the construction of a 
society more attentive to certain issues.  
Women are often weak in terms of economic choices, but strong in terms of private choices. 
Who, for example, manages the kitchen in a house? Generally, it is the woman, who decides 
what to buy, how to cook, what to feed her family. So certain consumptions – energy, food, 
organic or not – belong precisely to the woman, who manages the domestic economy also 
from the point of view of the costs of certain choices. 
It is therefore to be hoped that women will be increasingly involved in decision-making 
processes.  When women are involved in a project that has to do with the environment, 
resource management tends to improve considerably. To be more precise: environmental 
protection is increased when the groups responsible for the project are made up of at least 
50% of female representatives. We can also give a common sense explanation to this fact: 
very often women have a maternal sense that is also reflected in respect for nature: don’t we 
often call her “Mother Nature”? Or does the relationship between women and the 
environment go beyond biological imprinting and is based on greater rationality or other 
aspects? 
In 2019, interesting research was carried out by the University of Colorado, Boulder, and the 
results were published in Nature. Simulation games were made on resource management 
groups in various communities in Peru, Tanzania, and Indonesia. The members of these 
groups – consisting of 8 people – were offered a small amount in tokens for each tree felled. 
This unfortunately reproduces the reality: in the countries indicated above, the felling of trees 
is one of the few sources of local income. But there was another option: if the group decided 
not to cut down any trees it received a higher number of tokens that the leader of the group 
could distribute among the participants.   
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When this second offer was made, the number of those who were willing to cut down trees 
was considerably reduced, but only in groups with at least 50% of women. 
According to a study by UNWomen, women and children are 14 times more likely to die and 
suffer injuries in the event of natural disasters (UNDP 2013). 
Women play a key role in the management of natural resources at family and community 
level and are the most affected by environmental degradation. In communities around the 
world, women manage water, fuel sources and food, as well as forests and farmland. 
According to UN Women, women produce 60 to 80 percent of their food in developing 
countries, while inheritance laws and local customs often prevent them from owning or 
renting land and obtaining loans or insurance. In many developing countries, women work 
predominantly in agriculture, but only a minority of them own the land they work. And they 
are often the first to notice the impact of climate change. 
Women’s unequal participation in decision-making often prevents them from contributing to 
climate-relevant planning, policy-making and associated implementation processes. 
This role becomes even more preponderant in the pedagogical field. 
 
Women and pedagogy 
If we think that, even today, it is women who mainly deal with the education and care of 
children (both at home and as professionals, or as teachers at school), we can see how the role 
of women in pedagogical terms is fundamental. This is even more important if we think about 
the smart society. From which figure do children first learn to take an example in their 
behaviors?  From whom do they learn the values, the patterns of behavior, the ways in which 
to act in society? 
Certainly, the role of the man is equally fundamental, but the role of the woman we can say 
that probably comes earlier than the male figure. It comes in the form of contact between 
woman and child, particularly in the mother-child relationship and in the child-teacher 
relationship.  
Currently the child becomes with increasing precocity a direct and indirect consumer. He 
gradually develops his own identity as a consumer. Also fundamental in this is the role of 
women in educating in the values related to consumption and choices.  
In this way, the practice of the play becomes of central importance. It has been studied those 
certain dynamics help to make people’s behaviors become increasingly “smart”. Let’s think, 
for example, of nudging (Thaler and Sunstein 2014; Toffler 1980), that is a strategy of 
“behavioral economics” that pushes people to make the right choices to improve personal 
well-being and that of the country. The basic idea is to change the architecture of the context, 
entering the educational plans of states and the marketing strategies of companies, directing 
people to do the best thing in terms of education, health and energy saving. The most 
representative image is that of an adult animal that gives light blows to its puppy to make him 
walk better. 
And let’s think about the play: play can make you learn certain behaviors in a light and fun 
way, compared to an imposition. 
The discourse on the smart city is now full of perspectives that question what the most 
suitable measures and tools can be to implement forms of smart city in new cities and to 
achieve the change of existing urban contexts in a smart perspective (Albino, Berardi and 
Dangelico, 2015; Almirall et al. 2016; Beretta 2015; Ciaffi 2015; Dall’Ò 2014; De Luca 2012; 
Deakin and Al Waer 2011; Etezadzadeh 2016; Rizzi 2014).   
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Criteria focused on the use of digital as a means to implement the sharing and participation of 
citizens – through the idea of the web as a value system of “do it from ourselves” (Degli 
Esposti 2015) – are flanked by parameters based on the role of communication as a sphere 
capable of transforming the knowledge of problems – social, environmental and so on – into a 
real awareness of the problems themselves. There are, for example, well-known studies that 
highlight how communication, in order to be more effective, should focus not on the 
mechanism of renunciation and sacrifice, but on potential gain  (Luhmann 1989) – or studies 
that sanction the greater effectiveness and importance, for the individual, of social 
involvement – focusing on the sense of social identity, on the need for social approval, on the 
desire for commitment (Abrahamse and Steg, 2011) – rather than economic incentives – 
which are also proposed as a solution to the activation of virtuous behaviors (Berry et al. 
2014; Tajfel and Fraser 1984). There are also analyses that consider the sphere of education 
and training to be central, as sectors capable of activating changes in conduct, aiming, for 
example, at the implementation of the role of specific professional figures. 
Among the techniques used to increase the smartness (Iannone 2018) of cities, the use of 
moments of play is increasingly assiduous. The so-called serious games (Aldrich 2009; 
Cavada and Rogers 2019) are often employed in this sense, with the aim of involving 
participants in games that, through the tool of fun, aim to develop and consolidate specific 
skills. Not surprisingly, there is repeated talk of using the game as a means to generate, 
develop and enhance certain behaviors. 
Several studies, in fact, believe that the game, exploiting the playful desire of the subjects, is 
able to teach and engage through the mechanisms of incentive and persuasion. 
That there is a close relationship between society and play – even if only in terms of values 
that the game can convey and how to structure the relationships between the subjects – now 
seems undisputed and Simmel had already highlighted it in 1917 (1983). 
 
A concrete example of female innovation 
Fumiko Hayashi was mayor of Yokohama, Japan, from 2009 to 2021. A long period in which 
a very ambitious project saw the light: Yokohama Smart City Project (YSCP).  
The city of Yokohama is the second most populated city after the capital. It is an 
economically active and highly urbanized area, with consequent problems of mobility and 
pollution. 
In its recent history of 150 years, Yokohama was confronted by difficulties including the 
damage of earthquakes and war, explosive population growth, and the pollution that resulted 
from economic development. All these issues were subsequently conquered by the city’s 
citizens, its businesses and its administration coming together. Yokohama City is currently 
facing various challenges such as climate change, declining birthrate, aging population, and 
Deterioration of Urban Infrastructure. 
Yokohama City, as a FutureCity, is responsible for establishing a “large city model” that 
simultaneously solves climate change countermeasures and economic and social issues using 
power of citizen and urban resource. 
“In 2010, the City of Yokohama was selected by the Japanese Government to become a 
‘Next-Generation Energy Infrastructure and Social System Demonstration Area.’ What is 
more, as the nation’s largest demonstration of the smart city concept, the YSCP was 
proactively promoted over a period of five years throughout the city. 
The YSCP was set in an urbanized metropolis that is home to approximately 3.7 million 
inhabitants. Through cooperation with some of the most famous names in Japanese business 
including Nissan, Panasonic, Toshiba, TEPCO, Tokyo Gas, Accenture Japan and Meidensha, 
etc., the project saw the development of photovoltaic power-generation systems.  
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It also saw the introduction of building energy management systems (BEMS), factory energy 
management systems (FEMS) and home energy management systems (HEMS), into 
commercial buildings, factories, and private homes. What is more, community energy 
management systems (CEMS) that are designed to strike an optimum balance between energy 
demand and supply were introduced, and the reform of social systems promoted” 
(https://iuc.eu/japan-en/bestpractice/yokohama/; Shinba et al. 2017). 
“YSCP was a program that comprised a consortium of 34 Japanese companies, with its 
funding drawing on subsidies issued by the Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry. In 
addition to obtaining the cooperation of Yokohama’s small and medium-sized builders, etc., 
with respect to HEMS introduction, during the project’s demonstration phase, efforts were 
made to attract the cooperation of a wide variety of stakeholders, including numbers of 
participating citizens. 
To give but one example of the project’s successes, in city areas targeted for YSCP 
participation, Toshiba handled CEMS, integrated BEMS, and HEMS in the condominiums 
and the stand-alone houses. One solution that Toshiba introduced to condominiums was 
automatic demand response systems (ADR). By connecting to a CEMS unit the Toshiba air 
conditioning infrastructure and HEMS with which each of the targeted condominiums was 
equipped, based on electricity usage, the CEMS unit could act as a central control system, and 
thus the optimized operation of air conditioning infrastructure was achieved” 
(https://iuc.eu/japan-en/bestpractice/yokohama/; IUC 2019). 
When a journalist asks Fumiko Yahashi “What obstacles do you think women leaders still 
face in delivering their agenda, including on climate change? “, the mayor replies: “Being a 
woman will not be an obstacle in implementing the agenda. The strength of women lies in 
leadership that employs empathy and acceptance. Better results are produced by men and 
women taking advantage of each other’s strengths, coming together, and producing results in 
tandem” (C40 Cities 2017).  
 
Conclusion 
Even today it is not possible to define unequivocally what is meant by the expression “smart 
city”, technology is undoubtedly fundamental to make a city “smart”, but it is not enough. 
Smart cities mean smart people, smart institutions. It means cities that are not only 
technological, but also sustainable, from an environmental, economic, and social point of 
view. 
A smart city works if all innovations are able to coexist and interact in a systemic and 
dynamic way, but especially if the term smart weighs more on human intelligence that can be 
stimulated within a process that aims at inclusion, a key element of this new way of urban life 
(Dall’Ò 2014, 11). 
“The change of a city towards a smarter model certainly needs a technological innovation 
capable of making available alternative solutions compared to conventional ones. 
Technology, however, is not enough to generate change. Fundamental is the willingness of 
citizens to accept change that cannot be based only on new rules lowered from above by a 
more responsible governance model [...] but that must be confronted with the awareness, 
individual and collective, that the development model must change” (Dall’Ò 2014, 23). 
Women, therefore, as citizens, can play a central role in the process of smartification of 
society, especially in the sense of a society that is “smart” as it is more inclusive, more 
equitable and more sensitive to issues that, otherwise, would remain in the background. 
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