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What is cross-cultural design? 

ÅCompanies are expanding their customer basis across 
national and cultural boundaries

ÅCross-cultural design is designing technology for different 
cultures, languages, and economic standings

- Ensuring usability and user experience across cultural 
boundaries



ÅTechnology is always contextualized in a culture and users 
interpret products based on their cultural backgrounds and 
values
ÅChinese peasants use washing machine to clean potatoes
ÅCell phones could become means to learn prayer times for Malaysian 
Muslims
ÅYŜƭƭƻƎƎΩǎ ƛƴ LƴŘƛŀ
Åέ¢ƘŜ ǿŀǎƘƛƴƎ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘŜ Ƴȅ ǎŀǊƛέ

Why is cross-cultural design important?



Example: American cars in Japan

ÅThe size of the cars were not practical

ÅThe steering wheel was on the wrong side

ÅSeat sizes and adjustments did not fit the 
average Japanese

Å9ƴƎƛƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ Ǌǳƴ ƻƴ WŀǇŀƴΩǎ 
lower octane fuel and performed poorly

ÅR, D, and L on the shift had no meaning for 
Japanese

ÅRepairs required hard-to-find English-based 
tools



Approaches to cross-cultural design

ÅUsing existing cultural theories

ÅUser-centered design in the 

specific culture and countries
- User studies with local people

- Usability tests



From utility to user experience

Utility Usability Experiences

Virpi Roto /
Pine, J. & Gilmore, J. H. (1999). The Experience Economy: Working is Theatre & Every Business a Stage;
Seidel, M., Loch, C., Chahil, S. (2005). Quo Vadis, Automotiven Industry? A Vision of Possible Industry 
Transformations. European Management Journal, Vol. 23, No. 4, pp. 439ï449, 2005;
Nokia Corporation (2005). Inspired Human Technolgy. White paper.



User Experience vs. Usability

ÅUsability
- Task-oriented: efficiency, effectiveness, satisfaction

- Mostly objective: e.g. timing, task completion

- Prevention of obstacles and errors

ÅUser experience
- Holistic: user / product / usage situation

- Subjective: how people experience products 

- Positive: positive outcomes; i.e. positive emotions

- Functional(pragmatic) & Emotional(experiental, 

hedonic)
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Å Globalization
- Transformation of business and processes 

to support customers around the world, in 
whatever language, country, or culture 
they require. The technical processes of 
internationalization and localization make 
globalization possible.

Å Internationalization (i18n)
- Ensuring that products are designed and 

developed free of any culture-specific 
attributes, so they can be easily localized.

Å Localization (L10N)
- Making the necessary design changes so 

that products are culturally and technically 
suited for the target culture.

GlobalizationProcess



Example: UI Localization and UX 



Product Development



Culture & UserExperience

Å Userexperienceattributesareculturallybound

Å Culture influenceshuman-product interaction

Å Howto studyculture? Howto gatherusefuldata, compareit and applyit

in a sensiblewayto yourǇǊƻŘǳŎǘΩǎdesign and implementation?

Å Thereis no simpleagreementon a specificdefinition of culture



Cultural Metamodels

Surface

Unspoken Rules

Unconscious Rules

The Iceberg Model The Pyramid Model

Culture

Personality

Human Nature



Objective & Subjective Culture

ÅObjective(social and material)
- {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

system

- Customs

- Art, architecture, and institutions

ÅSubjective(psychological)
- {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

theories of action, and patterns 

of thinking



Culture: Things to investigate

1. Cultural metamodels (ie. Iceberg, Pyramid): 
- Help to understand different layers of culture.

2. International Variables:
- Objective (ie. Writing system) or subjective (ie.Humor)

3. Cultural model for your own needs: 
- Helps to design better for different cultures . 

- Can be used for identifying global information for i18n, cultural bias, 
metaphors, assessing the degree of localization, avoiding cultural 
mistakes that can be offending or misleading, evaluating the quality of 
an international product.

ÅCultural Dimensions, eg. Geert Hofstede



Example of using existing theories-IƻŦǎǘŜŘŜΩǎ 
five cultural dimensions
ÅPower distance

ÅIndividualism vs. 
collectivism

ÅMasculinity vs. feminity

ÅUncertainty avoidance

ÅLong vs. short-term time 
orientation



High power distance; Malaysia

Design tips 
ÅFocus on expertise, leaders and authority
ÅImportance of certifications, awards & logos
ÅSocial roles to organize information
ÅStructured, guided access to information 



Low Power Distance; Netherlands

Design tips 
ÅYouthfulness
ÅLess structured access to information fine
ÅEmphasize people in images



High uncertainty avoidance; Belgium

Design tips 
ÅReveal results of actions
ÅUse task animations to reduce user error
ÅEncode meaning through multiple cues
ÅKeep it simple



Low uncertainty avoidance; UK

Design tips 
ÅLess protection from failure; 
complexity  and risks more valued
ÅLess controlled navigation; links may 
open windows



Pros and cons of the approaches

ÅUsing existing cultural dimensions 
(e.g. uncertainty avoidance)
- Reinforce stereotypical views?
- Cultures are continuously developing
- Quick and dirty, cost-efficient

ÅUser-centered design in the specific 
culture and countries 
- On site
ÅProvides the most reliable information
ÅExpensive and demanding time

- Remotely
ÅCost-efficient, but not many methods exist yet
ÅE.g. questionnaires, diary studies and remote 

usability tests



Conclusions

ÅCross-cultural design is ensuring usability 
and user experience across cultural 
boundaries

ÅCross-cultural design requires 
understanding of cultural differences and 
application of user-centered design 
methods in target cultures



More information
Å Aykin, N.(2005) (ed.) Usability and internationalization of information technology. Lawrence Erlbaum: 

New Jersey.
Å Bennett, M. & Stewart, E. (1991) American Cultural Patterns: A Cross Cultural Perspective. Yarmouth, 

Maine, Intercultural Press.
Å Chavan, A. et al. (2009) The washing machine that ate my sari - Mistakes in cross-cultural design. 

Interactions, 16, 1, pp. 26-31.
Å Cook, J. & Finlayson, M. (2005) The impactof culturaldiversityon web site design. SAM Advanced 

Management Journal, 70, 3.
Å Del Galdo, E. & Nielsen J (eds) (1996) International User Interfaces. New York, US: John Wiley & Sons.
Å Hassenzahl, M., Law, E. L.-C., & Hvannberg, E. T. (2006). User Experience ςTowards a unified view. 

Proceedings of NorciCHI. The Fourth Nordic Conference on Human-Computer Interaction, pp. 1-3, Oslo. 
Å Hofstede, G. (2003) Culture's Consequences: Comparing values, behavioursand organisationsacross 

nations. Sage Publications Inc.
Å Hofstede, G. (2005) Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind, McGraw-Hill, New York.
Å Hoft, N. (1995) How to Export Information about High Technology. New York, US: John Wiley & Sons.
Å Marcus, A. (2006) Cross-cultural user-experiencedesign. In Proceedings of the 4th International 

Conference, Diagrams 2006: Diagrammatic Representation and Inference (pp.16-24). Berlin: Springer.
Å Zimmermann, P. (2008) Beyond Usability ςMeasuring Aspects of User Experience. A dissertation 

submitted to the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology, Zurich.



Understanding Cultural 
Differences in HCI: The 
Diamond Model of Culture

Gilbert Cockton
School of Design, Northumbria University



Hyvää Päivää



An Everyday Sight in Tampere?

http://www.flickr.com/photos/tjbax/21800984/



An Emblem of Pakistani Culture

Ä Reading cultural manifestations

Â People (behaviours, values)

Â Places (configurations, uses, 
expectations, meanings)

Â Things (use value, status value, é)

Ä Different things in different places

Ä Different behaviours, different places

Ä Different values in different places



What is Culture?

Ä Is it actually (just) culture that we are 
interested in for new markets?

Ä Or is it what is different in those countries 
that influences the success of new products 
and services?
Â Culture and society?
Ä Globalisation and glocalisation

Â Political factors?
Â Economic factors?
Ä especially developing countries
Ä IT4D should not be separate from Culture and UX, 

major overlap between these

v



Three PhDs

ÄMuch of this presentation is based on 
research by three of my PhD students 
at the University of Sunderland

Ä I wish they could all have been here 
to present their work

Â Fuad Qirem (Jordan)

Â Leonard Mengo (Kenya)

Â Mohamed El Zayat (Egypt)



Fuad Qirem

Ä Cultural Factors in Usersô Evaluations 
of User Interfaces And Interactions: 
Exploration and Representation of 
Usage in Jordanian Contexts
Â Supervisors: Gilbert Cockton, 

Mohamed Loutfi, Ghaleb El -Rafae
(Examination Oct 2009)

Ä Diamond Model of Culture

Â Alternative to Onions, 
Icebergs and Pyramids

Â By-product, not main aim
Ä An exclusive focus on Cultural 

Markers will overlook values 
about usage that may have 
more influence

Â Main contribution of Fuadôs research



Leonard Mengo

Ä The Impact of Culturally Sensitive 
Design on the Acceptability and 
Persuasiveness of Multimedia 
Learning Materials for Senior 
Managers in a Developing Country 
and its Immediate Neighbours
Â Supervisors: Gilbert Cockton, 

Susan Jones, Alan Fell 
(submitting 2009)

Ä Positive impact of cultural markers

Â Western version not disadvantaged
Ä Wide range of potential confounds

Â Training on Situational Leadership
Â Care taken with images containing violence, 

gender roles, political party colours, and more
Â Bases for extending Diamond Model



Mohamed El Zayat

Ä A Strategy to Improve e -Learning 
Adoption, Implementation and 
Development in Higher Education 
in Egypt, PhD, 2009
Â Supervisors: Alan Fell, Judith Kuit, 

Gilbert Cockton
Ä Western sourced e - learning materials

regarded as of superior quality 
by Egyptian students

Ä Self - reporting of technology ownership 
and use unreliable (status markers)

Ä E- learning resources incompatible with 
some instructor practices (economics)

Ä ICT infrastructure main priority

Ä Bases for extending Diamond Model

x



What Do You Think?

Ä Write down (or SMS) at least 10 examples 
of cultural impact of which you are aware 
that relate to one or more of:
Â The look and feel of user interfaces

Â Functions and capabilities

Â How users evaluate their interaction with digital 
products and services

Â How users evaluate the outcomes of their 
interactions

Ä Spend around 5 minutes on this, in small 
groups if you can on this little óexperimentô



How Can We Model Culture?

www.flickr.com/photos/ameliaps/147916268www.flickr.com/photos/brooklyn_museum/2488800747

www.flickr.com/photos/beothic/141414663/
www.flickr.com/photos/theappraiserlady/388510976/

xv



Pyramid

Ä Hofstede

Â Individual

Â Culture

Â Nature

Ä Scopes 
Culture (just!) 

www.flickr.com/photos/brooklyn_museum/2488800747/



Onion

Ä Trompenaars

Â Artefacts

Â Norms and 
Values

Â Adaptation to 
Environment

www.flickr.com/photos/ameliaps/147916268 /



Iceberg

Ä Victor

Â Surface culture

Â Unspoken rules

Â Unconscious rules

ÄGeneral pattern

Â Observable artefacts and behaviour

Â Inferrable values and norms

Â Increasingly harder to get at

www.flickr.com/photos/beothic/141414663/



England



Jordan



Both



Diamond Model

www.flickr.com/photos/theappraiserlady/388510976 /

ÄFuad Qirem

ÂObjective
(crown)

ÂSubjective
(pavillion)

ÂLight Paths

ÄLight reflects off multiple facets, 
passing through different 
ósegmentsô, emitted light 
reflects its path
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Five Segments (so far)

ÄMaterial Culture (mostly objective)

Ä Language (objective) and semiotics

Ä Political Processes

Ä Economic Processes

Ä Social Structure and Interaction

Ä Above order reflects default 
expectations in HCI about which 
factors are most influential



Alternatively é

Language

Material 

culture

Social 
Structure and 

Interaction

Economic 

Processes

Political

Processes

Thought and Feelings

Semiotics

Objective

Subjective

Obvious More 
subtle

Crown 

Pavilion 



Who Had What?

Ä Put your hand up if your list of 
examples of cultural impact contains 
an example of:

Â Material Culture (places and things)

Â Language and semiotics

Â Political factors (esp. national policies)

Â Economic factors (esp. development)

Â Social Behaviour/Interaction (people)



Fuad Qiremôs Research

Ä Literature Survey followed by three studies

Â (Groups of) Variables for the Diamond Model

Â IT Expert Interviews

Â Repeat of Lazar and Colleagues USA Diary Study on 
Frustration 

Ä only 2 out of over 300 users angry!

Ä Triangulation interviews explored why

Â User Interviews

Ä Each provided Jordanian instances and further 
variables for the Diamond Model 

Ä Dramatic Sketches as an alternative representation 
for Jordanian instances 

xxx



Fuadôs Focus

Ä Fuad investigated the balance of 
influence of his five segments and 
their (groups of) variables

Ä Diamond Model is a live resource
Â Knowledge intensive and challenging

Â Should be restructured, extended and 
adapted to need

Â Unfinished

Â Unfinishable



Material Culture

1.1 The Arts 

1.2 Buildings, houses and monuments

1.3 Crafts and Decorative Art

1.3.1 Colour preferences, polychromic

1.4 Foods

1.5 Literature arts and media

No instances of variable found in study

New variable (group) added after study



Language and Semiotics

2.1 Nonverbal communication 

2.2 Familiarity with English spelling 
across cultures 

2.3 Text direction 

2.4 Context

2.5 Information flow 

2.6 Colour 

2.7 Time of day, dates and numbers

2.8 Direct translation



Political Processes

3.1 Political contexts.

3.2 English fluency and the role of colonialism.

3.3 Government Support for IT Training 
3.3.1 IT Education in Schools 

3.3.2 IT Training Centres in Communities

3.4 Trade Sanctions

3.5 Government Language Policy 

3.6 Authority and policy of companies 



Economic Processes

4.1 Cost of equipment

4.2 Availability of International 
Products and Services

4.3 Affordability of IT Access 
4.3.1 Affordability of Computers 
4.3.2 Affordability of Internet Access 
4.3.3 Affordability of Training 



Social Structure and Interaction (1)

5.3 Long - term versus short - term orientation 

5.4 Attitude to the environment 

5.5 Individualism versus collectivism 

5.5.1 Individual responsibilities toward computers

5.6 Femininity versus masculinity 

5.6.1 Gender roles

5.7 Uncertainty avoidance 

5.8 Concepts of times and space 

5.8.1 Attitude to Time 

5.9 Business etiquette 

5.10 Neutral or emotional 

5.11 Structure and achievement versus Ascription 

5.12 Power distance and Authority conception 

xl



Social Structure and Interaction (2)

5.13 Age differences 

5.14 Usage experiences/IT knowledge

5.15 Attitude to Work

5.16 Religion 

5.17 Access to, and Experience with, 
Technology 

5.19 Family obligation and relationships 

5.19.1 Nepotism in the Workplace

5.20 Software and Identity

5.21 Attitudes towards Western 
Technology



Glocalisation

Ä Globalisation is not

a global trend (!)

Ä Impact of 

globalisation has 

local variations

Â Different mixes 

of the global 

and local

Â Globalisation + Localisation

Ä Examples in all three Sunderland PhD studies

Â Bin Laden videos full of Western artefacts 



A Dramatic Sketch

Dramatic Sketch 3: Anas and his teacher

Anas is a student at Jordan University, who studies computer science. Anas 
uses his computer at home for studying, playing, graphic design and for 
internet use. Anas and his friends are in the same school, studying most 
subjects in English and using English software. One day, one of Anasô 
teachers asks students whether they prefer English software or software 
translated from English to Arabic. 

Anas answers the question: Truly, I use some Arabic programs translated 
from English to Arabic and I face lots of problem, therefore I decide to use 
the English versions.

Teacher: Why Anas? And what are the problems that you face?

Anas: Some Arabic programs translates the word directly without anyone 
thinking about what it really means.  Therefore it causes some changes in 
the meaning and sometimes causes confusion for us.



Dramatic Sketch (continued)

Teacher: what else Anas?

Anas: Also, when I use English software I develop my 
English language by reading and learning some new words. 
Typing and reading will be in English, therefore I will learn 
more and get more experience with the English language.

The teacher: Thatôs true but sometimes we need to use 
Arabic programs, especially in the government and 
education sectors, because most of them use Arabic 
software.

Anas: Yes, but on the other hand there are private 
companies who prefer their  employees to speak and write 
English fluently, and also have skills in using English 
software.



Leonard Mengoôs Research

Ä Direct test of cultural markers

Â Drawing on material culture 
(including media)

Â Impact on appeal and persuasiveness

Ä East African and Western versions of 
management training multimedia

Â Differed only in cultural markers

Â Colour, images, wise words, music, voice over 
accent

Â DM: 1.1 -1.3, 1.5, 2.6, 3.5, 5.4, 5.6.1



East African and Western Versions

l

ÅProfiled participants (3.3)

ÅHigh production values (4.3.2)


