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Abstract. As the application of user-centered design spreads across the globe, 
technology companies are facing new challenges in establishing usability teams 
in non-western countries.  Managers must decide whether to staff their usability 
teams with local or foreign individuals, and this decision can be influenced by 
the availability of usability experts who are native to the country.  China’s rapid 
economic growth has led to a strong demand for usability practitioners.  Given 
the relatively small size of the usability community in China, there are unique 
opportunities for non-Chinese nationals. In this paper, I describe the initial ex-
periences I faced as an American joining a usability team of Chinese nationals. 
I discuss my preparation and experience before arriving in China, as well as the 
adjustments I had had to make while conducting user-centered design in a cul-
ture that was very different from my own.  I believe the sharing of my experi-
ences in both work and non-work settings can offer helpful insights to other 
non-Chinese nationals interested in conducting usability work in China, as well 
as to managers who are considering adding non-local staff to their usability 
team. 
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1   Introduction 

The practices of user-centered design have been steadily spreading across the globe.  
With its vast population, rapid economic growth, and its recent embrace of various 
technologies, China in particular is a prime location for the rapid infusion of new 
usability practices.  However, a usability community does not grow overnight.  A 
mature presence requires a mix of industry expertise, academic research, and higher 
level training.  While China has been fostering a small usability community for a 
number of years, its current needs may be outstripping the current availability of ex-
perienced professionals.  For that reason, there are rich opportunities for non-Chinese 
nationals to make important contributions alongside their Chinese colleagues. 

After having studied Chinese language for 2 years in the US, I accepted a position 
with HFI China in Shanghai.  I was attracted to the job because I welcomed the addi-
tional challenge of experiencing life in a very different culture.  My brief time so far 
in China has been far more than I ever could have imagined. 
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I believe that in sharing some of my experience, others considering a similar career 
move and those involved with hiring people can gain a glimpse into some of the is-
sues faced by a Westerner coming to work in China.  I realize my experiences may 
not be representative or complete, however, they offer a chance to see the flavor of 
such an experience and an insight into the some of the contributions that can be made 
under such circumstances. 

Many people around the world work outside of the country where they have spent 
the majority of their life.  However, for those in the usability domain, working outside 
of one’s native country poses a unique challenge given the importance of understand-
ing the user.  Can an outsider really gain the same level of understanding of a user as 
a local person?  Are there in fact any advantages of being non-local?  These are all 
questions I hope to explore as I continue my work in China.  However, already I feel 
that there is something to share. 

2   Before China 

Preparations for moving abroad can be very daunting.  Everything from deciding what 
and how to move to making sure that one leaves things in a proper state back “home” 
can add up to a lot of time and stress. 

Since I was new to HFI and their office in China was new, I was asked to spend 6 
weeks in India familiarizing myself with HFI as I participated in their training course 
for usability professionals.  I embraced the opportunity to spend time in a new country 
and made sure to arrive two weeks early in order to travel around the country and 
acclimate myself. 

While the focus of the trip was primarily to familiarize myself with HFI’s practices 
and people, I found that the incredible India experience was what taught me the most.  
Working in India for even that short period of time required me to adjust quickly.  
India was an interesting paradox: I had few issues with the language, given the preva-
lent use of English, and yet the culture was strikingly different from anything I had 
ever known.  

Whether it was understanding the commonly used head waggle that I had never 
seen before, or learning how to explain to someone that something had to be done 
(and done soon), my experience in India served as a sort of practice grounds for what 
I would later experience in China. 

Another benefit of the trip to India is that there is currently a lot of interaction be-
tween HFI’s India offices and HFI China.  While none of the work I have done so far 
has directly pertained to India, my experience there has allowed me to better under-
standing and appreciation of my Indian colleagues.  While of course 8 weeks in India 
does not make one a master of Indian culture, my current understanding is worlds 
apart from what it would have been otherwise. 

3   Work in China 

After my time in India I arrived in Shanghai.  Numerous mundane challenges awaited 
me like obtaining necessary permits/visas, health exams, and finding a place to live.  
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Now, I could finally immerse myself into the experience of living and working and 
China. 

While I had ideas, I was not sure in what ways I would be able to fit in to a team 
comprised entirely of Chinese while working on Chinese projects.  Like any new job, 
there was a period of acclimatization that was only more pronounced due to the large 
change in environment.  However, I quickly jumped head first into projects and began 
to discover how I could make a unique contribution to the team. 

3.1   Disclosure of a One-Way Mirror 

One example involved the testing practices for conducting a focus group.  The focus 
group occurred in a room which was viewable through a one-way mirror.  In previous 
practice, participants were told they were being observed but were not explicitly told 
there was a one way mirror.  Upon understanding the procedure, I insisted that par-
ticipants should be informed of the one way mirror. 

My colleague insisted that if the participants were informed of the one way mirror 
they would become uncomfortable and unable to focus on the interview.  She ex-
plained that since we were in China we had to adjust our methods. 

I explained that I felt it would be unethical not to inform the participants of the 
one-way mirror. If this affected our data then we simply had to find another solution 
or live with it.  My colleague still protested. 

I then explained that although US participants may be more used to such a situa-
tion, there were still many individuals who would fit the stereotypes of Chinese par-
ticipants in terms of their degree of frankness or comfort in such situations.  In the US 
we didn’t simply throw them out or change procedures, but we would try to find ways 
to work with such individuals if possible. 

I questioned whether, from a participant’s view, the ethical issues involved might 
be different in China.  I asked my colleague to imagine herself as a focus group par-
ticipant and that she had not been informed that there was a one-way mirror.  I then 
asked her to imagine that after the testing she was informed about the one-way mirror.  
How would she feel?  My colleague came to a quick conclusion that this would upset 
her and she would not feel good about the situation.  I replied that her response 
seemed to support the notion that Chinese participants would expect to be informed of 
such issues.  She agreed but continued to voice concerns that it would still lead to the 
participants being uncomfortable during testing. 

I continued to insist that we simply couldn’t give up and sacrifice our obligations 
as researchers.  It might not be simple, but it was our responsibility to find a solution 
that provided the best research conditions for us without sacrificing the rights of the 
participant. 

After about 5 minutes of thought, my colleague said she had an idea.  She sug-
gested that she introduce me before the testing, I make a few comments in Chinese, 
and she then point out the one-way mirror and explain that I would be observing.  She 
felt this might create an environment where we could inform the participants of the 
one-way mirror without making them uncomfortable.  I replied that I would be happy 
to do anything that would enable us to properly inform them of how they were being 
observed. 
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We carried out the plan as described.  When I spoke a little Chinese to the partici-
pants they responded extremely warmly and clearly appreciate my gesture.  The group 
seemed very relaxed and had no questions about the observation process.  The testing 
went smoothly.  There was never any indication the group was uncomfortable and in 
fact it was extremely forthcoming in the discussion. 

Afterwards, my colleague and I agreed it was a success. 

3.2   The Dialects of China 

In another instance, I faced the issue of dealing with a specific dialect of China.  Al-
though Mandarin is the national language of China, Mandarin, many parts of China 
retain the use of local dialects.  These dialects are often, from a practical standpoint, 
as different from Mandarin as another language. 

For a project in Wuhan, China, we initially had a simultaneous translator from 
Wuhan.  Given that our moderator did not speak Wuhanese, all participants were 
asked to speak in Mandarin.  After a period of time it became clear that the translator 
was not sufficiently skilled for our needs so a new translator was quickly flown in 
from Shanghai.  While the new translator was clearly superior, we ran into some 
problems when participants sometimes slipped into speaking Wuhanese.  The previ-
ous translator had been able to effortlessly translate portions that were spoken in Wu-
hanese while the “better” translator could not.  This did not have a large effect on the 
actual interview process since the moderator was restricted to Mandarin no matter 
what.  However, for later data analysis it proved useful to have translations for the bits 
that were spoken in Wuhanese. 

This experience made me wonder whether we could have gotten more expressive 
or detailed replies to questions had the interview been conducted in the local dialect.  
The lesson for me was that while Mandarin is the national spoken language, it does 
not mean it will be participants’ language of choice.  Depending on the nature of the 
participants and the requirements of the research, using the local dialect could be 
advantageous or critical. 

3.3   Translating Culture 

Sometimes, there is more to be translated than spoken or written language.  The im-
plications of specific body language, tone of voice, mannerisms, etc. can differ across 
cultures.  The next case presents such an example. 

An Indian colleague and I were observing a focus group from a separate room.  At 
the beginning of the session a man sitting close to the moderator suddenly stood up.  
In a loud voice he began to complain that the session was being conducted in Manda-
rin and not in the local dialect.  It was not long before the Indian colleague stood up 
and said she was going to enter the room with the focus group to resolve the situation.  
I immediately recognized how the situation appeared to her and quickly explained 
that it wasn’t as bad as it seemed and that we needed to let the moderator handle the 
situation.  The moderator proceeded to calmly speak to the man and explain that since 
she was not from the local area she had to conduct the interview in Mandarin.  After a 
minute or so the man sat down and the session went on without a hitch. 
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The man’s reaction would have been viewed as extremely threatening in US (and 
apparently Indian) culture.  Had the testing occurred in the US I would have quickly 
entered the room to assist the moderator.  However, in China it is not uncommon for 
people to express themselves in such a manner without it having the same overtones it 
would have in the US.  My experience not only led me to be able to quickly place the 
man’s reaction in a proper context, but to also quickly recognize how the other ob-
server was viewing the situation.  Having a clearer picture of both sides enabled me to 
effectively head off an unnecessarily strong intervention.  It was a case where not 
only my understanding of Chinese culture, but also my understanding how Chinese 
culture might be perceived by others played a key role in allowing a process to run as 
efficiently as possible. 

3.4   Applying Personal Experiences to Work 

Living in China gives me the chance to explore and take in the culture at a much 
deeper level than I could by simply traveling here for a 1 week project and departing.  
Given my natural tendency to conduct “amateur ethnography” when I travel about, I 
quickly accumulated a wealth of knowledge and intuitions about Chinese culture.  
Working with Chinese colleagues and interacting with Chinese friends was not only 
an additional experience but also an opportunity to see how closely my view of things 
matched theirs. 

These experiences proved invaluable on a project examining owners of small gro-
ceries and convenience stores in another Chinese province.  My previous exposure to 
such stores in China gave me an advantage compared to simply coming straight into 
the country from scratch.  However, my familiarity with stores outside of Shanghai 
(and China) kept me from falling into the trap of assuming practices in the other prov-
ince would match those of Shanghai (in fact, in many ways they did not).  Having a 
sense of bargaining habits, products available in stores, how money was transacted, 
etc. allowed me to better situate myself into the domain of the project. 

The point here is simply that for usability professionals in a foreign country, daily 
non-work experiences which are only available to those living in the country can play 
a significant role in facilitating their work. 

3.5   Office Culture 

Prior to arriving in China I had read several books on Chinese business culture.  They 
were very intriguing and I look forward to applying what I had learned in my every-
day actions with colleagues. 

However, when I arrived I quickly realized that while the books may represent a 
certain segment of people, they did not always apply to the people I interacted.  Many 
of my colleagues were under 30.  This age group is very different from older genera-
tions.  Their lives have been shaped by events that differed significantly from those of 
their parents.  They have grown up in a more “westernized” China.  I found it much 
easier to work with them than the books led me to expect.  On a regular basis I would 
find their actions directly contradicting what a book would have predicted.  The books 
were still valuable as providing a reference point from which to interpret actions, but 
the books were simply not directly applicable to my situations. 
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Even seemingly simple issues such as defining the number of days off for a holiday 
can require a great deal of effort to sort out.  In China, for a holiday it is common for 
companies to shift some of the workdays to a preceding and/or following weekend in 
order to provide a bigger block of consecutives days during which the holiday is 
closed.  However, I found I had to be extremely explicit in what I meant when I asked 
how many days I had off.  If I asked the question (in English) the answer often corre-
sponded to the number of consecutive days the office was closed.  However, what I 
was really interested in was the number corresponding to the reduced number of days 
I would actually have to work.  The misunderstanding wasn’t a simple language prob-
lem, but that the typical Chinese model and American model of holiday structure 
were so different from one another that both sides didn’t appreciate how the other side 
was interpreting and framing comments. 

Much is often made about the differences in ability to provide criticism in Chinese 
and American culture.  While certainly this is true, especially when coupled with 
issues of hierarchy, I found that for project work I had little difficulty with these  
differences. 

4   Conclusion 

My experience in China has only just begun.  However, I have already seen how a 
foreigner can make significant contributions in applying user-centered design in 
China.  As my experience grows, I hope to find more ways to combine my set of 
perspectives and skills with those of other professionals.  Ultimately, I believe that a 
mix of “insiders” and “outsiders” can lead to the most effective usability solutions.   

Every day when I am walking around China, I feel as if I am doing ethnography.  
This outlook gives me an extra boost of energy, helps enable me to overcome the 
challenges of working in a “foreign” culture, and provides me with a rich set of addi-
tional information to apply to my work.  Of course, reading books can assist in begin-
ning to understand another culture, but especially in a fast changing place like China, 
living there can provide a much deeper level of understanding. Although foreigner’s 
knowledge of the local culture is unlikely to reach the same point as a local person’s, 
he or she is also able to offer a new perspective.  Complementing a local awareness 
with a foreign awareness can bring a different set of ideas and perspectives to the 
table while developing an appreciation of the culture under study. 

Acknowledgments. I would like to thank Apala Lahiri Chavan, Eric Schaffer, and 
Kath Straub for their efforts in bringing me to both India and China and making this 
“experiment” possible.  I would also like to thank Uyen Le for her review of this 
paper. 


	Introduction
	Before China
	Work in China
	Disclosure of a One-Way Mirror
	The Dialects of China
	Translating Culture
	Applying Personal Experiences to Work
	Office Culture

	Conclusion


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 600
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.01667
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 600
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.01667
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 2.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /DEU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.000 842.000]
>> setpagedevice




