
Facilitating 
Cultural Sensitivity 
in User Research Methods 

Jung-Joo Lee

University of Art and Design Helsinki 

Cross-cultural UX Design Seminar | TUT | 18.09.09 



Design Research 
in School of Design, TAIK 

Strategic 
role of design 
in companies

Values of 
designed 
products

Culturally
sensitive
design

UX & 
Interaction

design
Housing & 

design for all

Design 
methodology 

& design 
knowing



Bio, briefly

Cross-cultural project: UX Modeling of Multi-Media Use 
in Korea, China, India and the Netherlands
with Samsung Electronics Co. 2006

User Interface Analysis on Mobile Phones for Chinese Market
with LG Electronics Co. 2005

Cross-Cultural User Study on Dish-washer Use in Korea & Italy
With politecnico di milano 2008  

Series of Studies on Relationship Between Cultural 
Characteristics & User Research Methods

User-Centered Design Seminar, June 2008
Intersections of Culture and Design, Oct 2008 

Lectures: User-Inspired Design, Design Research  
for MA students at TAIK
Reviewer for cultural papers at  DPPI, Interact, IASDR 

Industrial Design 
closer strand to HCI

Usability / UX design 
User Research planning
Cross-cultural design

Design Research in 
UX Design

UCD methods (co-design)
Cultural Interaction Design
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Why?
Theoretical reviews

How 
ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒȣ

facilitating
cultural sensitivity

in the design process

Cross-cultural 
design
Historical overview of CCD 
& criticism in UCD methods

How
different?

Cross-cultural experiments



What kind of works have been done?

Language & Symbols 
(de Souza 2008; Marcus & Gould 2000)

Translating language, Avoiding Taboo, Re-ÄÅÓÉÇÎÉÎÇ )ÃÏÎÓȣ

Aesthetic Preference
(Abulkhair & North 2005)

!ÄÊÕÓÔÉÎÇ #ÏÌÏÒÓ Ǫ &ÏÒÍÓȣ 

Cultural Needs on Functionality
(Konkka 2003) 

Mecca indicator phone, Pen-ÂÁÓÅÄ 5)ȣ

Cognitive process 
(dong & Lee 2008 ; Kim et al. 2007) 

-ÅÎÕ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÍÅÎÕ ÎÁÖÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȣ

Samsung W559, 2007

Mecca-Indicator Phone, LG, 2004



Criticism in Methods as New Markets Emerge

Developed in North America and Europe 

Ȱ$ÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ #ÕÌÔÕÒÅȟ 
$ÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ -ÅÔÈÏÄȩȱ



Some Evidences 

VV

Jerry W. Lee et al., Cultural Difference in Responses to a Likert Scale, Research in Nursing & Health, 2002

Strongly
agree 

Mostly
agree 

Partly
agree 

Partly 
disagree 

Mostly 
disagree 

Strongly
disagree 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

For East Asians, construct validity of the scale is better with a choice of 
7 responses or without a neutral response.

Questionnaire _ Likert Scale 



Some Evidences 

M. Hall et al., Cultural Differences and Usability Evaluation: Individualistic and Collectivistic Participants Compared, Technical Communication, 2004

1.8

9.5

Easterners

P < .01

n.s

Significance

7.2
Think-aloud 

test

4.8
Plus-minus 

test  

Westerners  

Mean number of problems indicated

The think-aloud test is less affected by cultural differences 
than the plus-minus method. 

Usability Test

http://cj.aiit.or.kr/fortfolio/sw_contest2/kim_hk/images/국기/Turkey 1.jpg


Some Evidences 

Home Observation in Japan? 

(Cross-cultural project on eating behaviors 2004)

Pictures in public spaces? 

ɉÎÅ× ÄÅÓÉÇÎÅÒÓȭ ×ÏÒËÓÈÏÐ ÉÎ .ÁÇÏÙÁ ΨΦΦάɊ

ά{ƛƴŎŜ LƴŘƛŀƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜƴ 

tasks and time, face-to-face interview is 

ƳƻǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǳǎŜǊ ŘƛŀǊȅΦέ 

?

(Cross-cultural project on multi-media use 2006)

Video Observation

Self-Documenting



Why? 



Theoretical Review on Cultural Differences

Culture Anthropology

International  Business

Cognitive Psychology



Theoretical Review on Cultural Differences

Culture Anthropology

International  Business

Cognitive Psychology

Individualism vs Collectivism

Low-Context vsHigh-context

Femininity vsMasculinity

Low vsHigh Power Distance

Monochrome vsPolychrome Perception of Time

Field Independent vsField Dependent

Analytic vsSynthetic

Functional vsThematic

Cultural 
Dimensions

Weak  vsStrong Uncertainty Avoidance

Universalism vsParticularism



High Context
Culture

Low Context
Culture

Culture & Interpersonal Communication Styles

Other-Face
Concern

Self-Face
Concern

Positive

Negative

Face-Assertion Face-Giving

Face-Restoration Face-Saving

(Ting-Toomey, S., Intercultural Conflicts Styles. A Face-negotiation Theory. In Theories in Intercultural Communication, 1998)

Face-Negotiation Theory



Culture & Interpersonal Communication Styles

Face-Negotiation Theory

Individualism / Low-Context

Western Eastern

Identity

Concern

Mode

Style

Speech acts

Nonverbal acts 

I 

Selfɀface

Direct

Controlling, Confrontational
Solution-oriented

Direct

Individualistic, 
Direct Emotional Expressions

We

Other-face

Indirect

Obliging, Avoiding, 
Affective-oriented

Indirect

Contextualistic (role-oriented),
Indirect Emotional Expressions

Collectivism / High-Context



Other-Face
Concern

Self-Face
Concern

Positive

Negative

Face-Assertion Face-Giving

Face-Restoration Face-Saving

High Context
Culture

Low Context
Culture

(Ting-Toomey, S., Intercultural Conflicts Styles. A Face-negotiation Theory. In Theories in Intercultural Communication, 1998)

Relationship with User Research Methods

Participants try to keep 

their own freedom & space.  

0ÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÔÒÙ ÔÏ ËÅÅÐ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒȭÓ 

ÏÒ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇȢ 



Relationship with User Research Methods

say
think

do
use

know
feel

dream

explicit

observable

tacit

latent

SAY

DO

MAKE

interviews

observations

generative
sessions

What people
(experiences) KnowledgeTechniques 

surface

deep

(Sanders & Dandavate1999)



Product
Evaluation,

Usability Test

Relationship with User Research Methods

άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎΦ
¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦέ

ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛŦ Ƴȅ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ƛǎ 
ǿǊƻƴƎΧ²Ƙŀǘ ƛŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ
ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ Ƴȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΧέ

Sharing Personal Stories & Feelings? 

Interaction with Researchers? 

Tendency of Problem Criticism?

άLǘΩǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŀƳ ƴƻǘ 
good at using this 
tǊƻŘǳŎǘΦέ



Focus 
Group Interview

Relationship with User Research Methods

ά.ǳǘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ 
ǎƻΧέ

άIŜ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ǎŜƴƛƻǊΦ 
L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳΦ 

Interaction with other members?

Discussion Attitudes?

Group Dynamics & Power Distance

ά.ŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŀ 
conclusion that everybody 
ŀƎǊŜŜǎΧέά!ǊƎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŀƪŜǎ 

ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦέ



How Different in User Research Methods? 



Cross-Cultural Experiments

6 univ. students in Netherlands

(Individualistic/Low context)  

6 univ. students in Korea

(Collectivistic/High context)  

Topic: Portable Media Convergence Device 

Comparative Analysis

Usability
test

Focus
Group

interview



Cross-Cultural Experiments

U10, Iriver PSP, SONY

Usability
test



Cross-Cultural Experiments

Usability
test

Netherlands 

Korea

Critics 

Problems 

Strengths

Self-criticism

number 

(m=77.7 sd=17.5)(m=45.8 sd=8.8)

(m=29.3 sd=6.1)

(m=21.5 sd=5.0)

(m=19.8 sd=5.4)

(m=9.0 sd=5.1)

(m=1.2 sd=1.3)

(m=7.3 sd=6.7)

(m=14.3 sd=6.9)
m= mean 

sd= standard deviation  

*

(m=5.3 sd=3.6)

(m=14.3 sd=6.9)Non-user role

Protocol
analysis

+



Usability
test

Protocol
analysis

+

Cross-Cultural Experiments

Netherlands 

Korea

number 

(m=77.7 sd=17.5)(m=45.8 sd=8.8)

(m=29.3 sd=6.1)

(m=21.5 sd=5.0)

(m=19.8 sd=5.4)

(m=9.0 sd=5.1)

(m=1.2 sd=1.3)

(m=7.3 sd=6.7)

(m=14.3 sd=6.9)
m= mean 

sd= standard deviation  

*

(m=5.3 sd=3.6)

(m=14.3 sd=6.9)

Can I add something 
to your questions?

When I was 6, 
I had a Gameboy.

¦ƘΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ LΩƳ ŘƻƛƴƎ
ǘƘƛǎ  ŀǿŦǳƭΧΦ 

Should I press this button now?
Is it on now?
Am I in the right position now?

Critics 

Problems 

Strengths

Self-criticism

Non-user role



Cross-Cultural Experiments

Focus
group

interview



Cross-Cultural Experiments Focus
group

interview
Protocol
analysis

+Timeline Representation 



Cross-Cultural Experiments Focus
group

interview
Protocol
analysis

+ReRepresentation by each member 



(Ï× ÔÏ &ÁÃÉÌÉÔÁÔÅ #ÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ 3ÅÎÓÉÔÉÖÉÔÙȣ



What did we learn?

Focus
group

interview

ReȰ.ÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅÓȱ ÆÒÏÍ $ÕÔÃÈ 0ÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ

vsȰ3ÈÏÒÔ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÓȱ ÆÒÏÍ +ÏÒÅÁÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ 

RePoor member-to-member verbal interactions 

Ǫ "ÉÇ &ÁÃÉÌÉÔÁÔÏÒȭÓ 2ÏÌÅ ÉÎ )ÎÓÔÉÇÁÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á +ÏÒÅÁÎ ÇÒÏÕÐ  

Re
More active participation after the break in a Korean group

Cultural 
Sensitivity to

Tools & 
the Process



Designing Tools

Re Sensitizing & Relationship Building1
Sensitizing them with the process & topic
before the session, 
Help them to be prepared

Ice-breaking & Relationship Building
Ȱ1ÕÁÎ 8Éȱ  

άtǊŜ-ǘŀƭƪέ



Designing Tools

Tangible & playful tool enabling 
to express emotions & presence in focus groups

Re Facilitating a shared ground & indirectness2

Shared ground by having the same representations

Emotional attachment to the situation

Indirect & humorous way for appealing opinions 

άaƛƴƛ-ƳŜ Řƻƭƭǎέ



Designing Tools

Re Staging an imaginary situation to be free from facework3

Exaggerated scenario, Different roles as show hosts & customers       
weaken structural facework.

Playful atmosphere

ά¢± ƘƻƳŜ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǿέ



Applying Tools

Sharing stories 
of pre-task cards

Idea Generation 
& Evaluation

In the product development process, this focus group can be applied 

1) Debriefing & Interpreting Field Data 

2) Idea Generation for Future Concept Design 

3) Evaluation of Existing Products / Prototypes 



Some Tips for Focus Groups in East Asia

Designing tools enables researchers & designers to have 
sensitivity to users before an actual session. 1

2

3

Tangible artifacts & visual images can invite users to talk with 

& facilitate playful atmosphere.   

4

Role-playing may facilitate group dynamics by weakening 

structural facework & supporting indirectness. 

Ice breaking & sensitizing is especially important for East Asians.

5 Place tasks of evaluation and critique in the latter part 

of the session.



not only with users, 
but also with different stakeholders

)Æ ×Å ÂÒÏÁÄÅÎ Á ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȣ

U

C

R

F

D

C

Sensitization 
& empathy 
for different 
stakeholders

Facilitating 
group 
dynamics

Relationship 
building

Negotiation 
& evaluation



Cultural Sensitivity in Current UCD Methods

Ȱ#Ï-$ÅÓÉÇÎȱ ÆÏÒ ÆÁÃÉÌÉÔÁÔÉÎÇ Ȱ#ÕÌÔÕÒÁÌÌÙ-3ÅÎÓÉÔÉÖÉÔÙȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ $ÅÓÉÇÎ 0ÒÏÃÅÓÓȢ

Photo from www.janchipchase.com

A good collaborative framework for working with data from ethnography.

Empowering users 

Closer interaction between designers & users


