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ABSTRACT

In this paper, we describe our experiences sharing findings from user-centered design (UCD) studies, conducted globally, with a globally dispersed design and development team.  We share insights and lessons learned in an area we think are critical to the success of geographically-focused UCD studies – getting action on study results.  We focus in particular on UCD studies conducted in a country where a product development team is not co-located. We offer a framework for describing study findings that are both similar, and different, between countries where a product is targeted, with the ultimate goal of improving human-computer interactions design for the communities that use them.
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1. INTRODUCTION

There are many articles discussing how to conduct a user-centered design (UCD) study in different markets (e.g., small-medium businesses) and different cultures to identify geographic-specific requirements. However, after these specific findings are identified the question remains: Is the organization really ready to incorporate these findings into the product? Will these findings become an ‘academic’ study result only, but have no impact on the real product?  What actions are needed for an organization to effectively incorporate geo-specific findings into its product?  In the end getting action on findings is as important, if not more important, than the actual discovery of geo-specific requirements.  

Based on our experience on software development projects, we discuss several points that will help an organization to incorporate the geo-specific findings in real products. Note that in this paper, we define “market” as a geographically and culturally unique entity.  More specifically, our experiences draw from UCD work conducted in parallel in China and the United States.

2. PRODUCT TEAM EARLY AWARENESS

No one likes surprises.  When the target markets are identified by a marketing/business person, the broader product team should be informed that the product they are working on will serve multiple markets, including multiple geographic markets. Furthermore, the product team must be aware that they are going to hear different “voices” from those markets.  As companies recognize the value of designing and developing products in the geographic and cultural context where they will be used, more and more product designers and developers will be co-located within a particular context.  However, today and perhaps for the foreseeable future, design and development for different contexts will not always occur at the same location.

Product team early awareness is very important to whether the geo-specific findings can be accepted in later phases.  What do we mean by “early awareness” though? Is it good enough to just inform the development team that a user-centered design study is going to be conducted in different markets? Certainly not!

The first thing that must be clarified in the early awareness phase is the importance of all markets. This information is important for the development team to prioritize the UCD findings from different markets so that the resource is allocated most effectively. This information also can make the development team understand the importance of the UCD study in different geographies. It will help the UCD team to get the needed support from the development team to prepare (e.g., create materials and gain access to needed technology) for those studies. 

Second, this is also a good phase to let development have some idea of the types of markets that they will target. It can help the development team prepare for receiving different requirements or “surprising’ requirements” mentally. 

This background information can also help the development team understand the actual geo-specific findings and also why these findings come up in later reporting.  Geographically-dispersed studies present further challenges as it is not always possible for developers to travel to a country to observe UCD studies real time.  Background information about a particular market can sensitize a product team to geographically-specific preferences for approaches to work and to design, and help establish a mindset that can incorporate those findings.

Many UCD studies are conducted in parallel with design or coding work.  Sometimes, when the UCD study results come out, it is already too late to incorporate these results into the product because the original design doesn’t leave enough flexibility. Another good thing about background information is that it can help the development team to do some prediction on which area/component that different requirements might come and do some real ‘preparation’ in their work.  Even though they may not  know exactly what the different requirement is, developers still can keep geographic differences in mind and provide some interface or leave enough flexibility in design so that the requirements coming later can be implemented easily. 

For example, cell phone text message is widely used in China.  If the development team in U.S knows this fact in early phase then they can allow for the possibility to include text messaging in a future solution even if they don’t include the text message notification function in an early design. It is easier for them to architecturally allow for this function with the knowledge that other notification methods might be needed in the future for a product to be successful worldwide.  So when, for example, a  later UCD study in China shows that China customers need text message notification function, it will take development much less effort to have this requirement implemented.

3. IDENTIFY DIFFERENT FINDINGS

After a UCD study is completed in different countries and the reports from all sides are ready, it is very important for UCD persons from all different geographies to go through the findings together to identify the country-specific results and likewise, those that are common between countries.

Why is this step necessary?  First, the study is conducted by different persons. Even though the same materials and methodology are used, there still will be some different findings in these studies brought up by different study moderators, without consideration of culture differences. This step is necessary to correctly determine whether a finding is a finding brought up by culture difference or just a complementary finding.  

Second, in the identify different findings step, the findings should be categorized into several types.  This categorization will determine the strategy of how to handle these findings. For example, in one of our projects conducted in both U.S and China, we categorized the findings from U.S. and China into four major categories. This categorization helped in constructing and reporting the results to the product development team.

· Similar findings

Similar findings are the findings true in both U.S. and China sides. For these findings, the UCD persons from both sides should consolidate their reports and agree on a recommendation to solve this issue.  For example, in one of our projects, both U.S. customers and China customers require a system sending error notifications to them automatically instead of  asking them to log on  to the system to check the error messages.

· Geo-specific findings, but will also benefit the other country

The findings that fall into this type are those reported in one country that would also benefit the users from other country, if implemented. In our study, China customers are very unhappy with a design which requires them to download some software from Internet during setup procedure.  They hope to have the software pre-installed.  In U.S study, the participants are fine with Internet downloads. The reason of this difference is China customer’s Internet access bandwidth is very limited, so they are very sensitive to any activities that might consume their bandwidth. U.S. customers don’t have this issue because their Internet bandwidth is not an issue. However, if this requirement can be implemented in China, it will also benefit the customers from U.S to shorten and simplify their setup procedure 

The way to handle similar findings can be applied to handle this type of findings.  No special consideration is needed in implementation.

· Geo-specific findings

This type consists of findings that are only reported in one country and implementing it will not bring benefit to the other country.  One example of this type of finding is China customers complained about the user interface (UI) visual appearance of an existing design in a study that we conducted. They didn’t like it. However, U.S. customers had no comment about it.  

For this type of geo-specific findings, a UCD person must ensure they have enough information about why an issue is unique to one country. People tend to imagine that the perspectives they have are the ones that are universal. So when a China specific requirement is reported to the development team in U.S. it is more likely to be questioned. Also, implementing this type of findings will only benefit one country. So it requires more evidence from UCD team to show why it is valuable to implement it. It is efficient to get some supporting data from the Marketing and Service teams to substantiate geo-specific findings. 

From a product development perspective, a customizable base framework is needed to address these findings. These findings might require some additional culturally-specific plug-in to be added. 

· Contrast findings

In some cases, you might find that customers from one country want “Solution A”, but the customers from the other want “Solution B”.  This type of finding is needed to be handled very carefully. When this type of finding is identified, the UCD person must fully understand why this contrast finding surfaced and also the UCD persons from different geos should agree on a recommendation to deal with this situation before reporting this problem to the development team.  This recommendation won’t necessarily be a perfect recommendation and the final solution, adapted to product development constraints, might be different from the initial UCD recommendations. However, it is necessary.  Without this agreed recommendation, reporting contrast findings will bring confusion to the development team and also will weaken development team’s confidence in providing a good product for all markets.  

4. IN CONCLUSION

 We have discussed several areas related to what happens after a globally-dispersed study is conducted.  We think that this is a rich area for continued exploration because benefits of globally-based UCD study research techniques can only benefit people and communities if the results of such studies are incorporated into products and technologies that support varied uses. In this paper we offer lessons learned based on our experiences with communicating and getting action behind UCD study results that ultimately impact product architecture and product acceptance in different contexts.  We look forward to additional discussions and research into this topic.
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