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1 INTRODUCTION

Usability and user centered design have been a key point for many companies in recent
years. The industries of software and game development have reached a point where good
is not enough anymore. The consumers have become aware of usability and the significance of good user interfaces. Even though marketing has a great role in guiding consumer
behavior, the customers have become more demanding. The internet has been a changing
factor in decision making since it is a very powerful media to share opinions and experiences about products. The competition in the market is fierce and the information about
poor designs and bad experiences travel fast via the web.

Companies are keen to invest in user experiences. Internationalization brings even more
challenge into user interface design. Big corporations with massive resources are not the
only ones launching products all over the world in different countries and different cultures. Plain translation of the manual is not the way to achieve international success with
products. Several language options and other customizable properties have to be taken account from the first steps of the design process. Internationalization is a big business and
many companies have seen a market for new business model and gone from translation
services to localization and optimization services.
This thesis examines some factors that should be taken account when designing user interfaces of software applications or websites for international markets. For this thesis I studied the basics of user interface design and localization from a cultural point of view. As a
westerner, more specifically as a Scandinavian I had the opportunity to participate in a
project in a foreign culture. I spent three months in Ochanomizu University in Tokyo as a
user interface designer for an RFID-project. Chapter two introduces some theories that
have been used defining differences in cultures and chapter three discusses the basic principles of user interface design and tangible methods of localization. In chapter four I will
introduce some examples that characterize well the difference of cultures in user interfaces.
Chapter five is about the project I was involved in and I will describe some of the design
process and evaluate my work based on the cultural theories presented in this thesis.
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2 CULTURE AND USER INTERFACES

A shared set of values that influence societal attitudes, responses and preferences can be
defined as culture. Without diving too deeply in the definition, it can be assumed that in a
sense, culture is something that an individual has developed by learning and adapting to
the norms of the surrounding society. Several people in the same society, in the same country or community can share characteristics of culture, but in the end, culture is something
that is not easily measurable.

Famous culture anthropologist Geert Hofstede wraps the concept of a culture into a modern metaphor: “Culture consists of the unwritten rules of the social game. It is the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the member of one group or category of
people from others.” (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, 4.) This thought of groups or categories
of people can be stretched beyond national borders and ethnical groups. This thesis concentrates on culture differences among nations, but there can be huge sub-cultures among
these nations that shouldn’t be ignored. There are growing culture differences among the
groups in societies like between the elderly and the young generation that has been brought
up in a technology-centered world.
When looking into a culture from outside it is impossible to see all the nuances’ that build
the core of the traditions, behavioral models and characteristics. Nancy Hoft has presented
seeing a culture as an iceberg. Only a small part of the tip, the surface, is visible above the
water and it consists of obvious and visible things that are relatively easy to study. The rest
of the iceberg is invisible under the water so deeper understanding of a culture is required
to study them. (Hoft 1995, 59.)
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GRAPH 1. Iceberg model of culture. (Adapted from Hoft 1995, 59.)

Cultural models are a way to understand the nuances of strange cultures. Often they point
out the differences that might bring up misunderstanding between cultures, and therefore
these models are widely adapted to different purposes in business, work and travelling.
In chapter three the cultural dimensions theory of Geert Hofstede is presented more widely,
but there are several other theories too.

Edward T. Hall has a theory of high-context and low-context cultures. Trompenaars’
theory concentrates on task-orientation of groups and societies and David A. Victor’s wellknown LESCANT- model studies differences in language, environment and technology,
social organization, context, authority and nonverbal behavior. (Victor 1992.) Each model
is adaptable, shares mutual aspects and should be used within a context because of the
unique and changing nature of cultures and societies.

4

In user interfaces, demand for cultural optimization and localization exists. The first graphical UI’s were developed in the United States and the user interfaces today may still utilize
concepts and features from those early days (Reimer 2005). Even though programs, applications and websites all over the world share similar elements it has become clear that
most user interfaces are not universal. Several studies show that the users are more likely
to get a good user experience from a product that has been localized for their culture (Nielsen 2011). But how to know what cultural aspects are so significant that their existence
should be taken account in the design process of a product?
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3 HOFSTEDE’S CULTURAL DIMENSIONS

The theory of Geert Hofstede, a Dutch cultural anthropologist, is one of the most adaptive
cultural theories. His idea of cultural dimensions has been widely used for user interface
studies. Hofstede’s dimensions are the result of a long study of finding the universal features of cultures.

In late 60’s and early 70’s Hofstede collected and analyzed a large amount of data that was
based on a survey made for IBM staff in 40 countries. Originally the questionnaire researched work attitudes of the international employees of the company. From this data,
Hofstede developed a cultural model based on key features that affects all cultures studied:
uncertainty and ambiguity, concepts of masculinity and femininity and relationships between individuals and groups. (Hofstede, 1991.)

The cultural dimensions -model was first introduced in 1980 in a book called Culture’s
Consequences: International Differences in Work-Related Values. In 1997 Hofstede published “Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind” and over the years it became
one of the most popular theories about culture. The model has been applied to crosscultural matters in business, international negotiation, management, marketing and many
other subjects. Updated version of the book was published in 2005 by Geert Hofstede and
his son Gert Jan Hofstede, and again in 2010 with a help of Professor Michael Minkov.
(Hofstede, 2012.)

The original model had only four dimensions, but over the years many new researches
have supplemented the original study and now the model has six dimensions of national
cultures: power distance, individualism, masculinity vs. femininity, uncertainty avoidance,
long term orientation vs. short-term orientation and indulgence vs. restraint.

The theory has received some criticism over the years. It is said that one of the weaknesses
of the study is that it assumes that each country has only one dominant culture (Marcus &
Gould 2000). The first data for the theory was collected from the employees of a single
company and therefore it has been claimed that the people working in IBM are too homogenous or like-minded for the theory to be accurate. (McSweeney, 2002, 95.)
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However, any of the known theories can be used as a base for studying and understanding
cultures, but one must not forget the fact that people are unique and these theories are just
guidelines and not written in stone to be literally absorbed. The models should be understood as a collection of observations that enrich and widen the point of view on cultures.

Aaron Marcus and Emilie West Gould have used Hofstedes theory as a base for studying
cultural aspects of interfaces. Crosscurrents – Cultural Dimensions and Global Web UserInterface Design published in 2000 studies the effect of the dimensions in web-user interfaces. In the next sub-chapters the dimensions will presented as Hofstede described them
and the features of the dimensions will be reflected into web-user interfaces based on the
paper of Marcus & Gould.

3.1 Power distance (PDI)
Power distance can be defined as “the extent to which the less powerful member of institutions and organizations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally”. (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, 46.)

In countries with high power distance, it is completely acceptable that the authority in the
society is focused in a certain level of social hierarchy and money is a mean of power. Inequalities among people are expected and even desired. At home the father is the head of
the family and the roles of a man and a woman are very clear. Hierarchies in organizations
are tall. At work or school the teachers and supervisors are persons whose authorities have
to be respected and valued. Children must not speak of their opinions and they are taught
to obey the authorities from early on and older generations are highly valued. (Hofstede &
Hofstede, 2005 57-59.)

Low PDI countries tend value equality between genders as well as supervisors and subordinates and think that inequalities among people should be minimied. Children treats parents and older relatives as equals and are taught to be independent, make their own decision and express their opinions. Democracy is appreciated in low power distance countries
and the power is usually given to specialists and experts.
(Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, 57-59.)
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Power Distance (PDI)
The level of acceptance of unequal distribution of power in society.
High

Low

High (value)

Low (value)

- Tall hierarchies in organiza-

- More acceptable

Malaysia (104)

Austria (11)

tions

that subordinates

Slovakia (104)

Israel (13)

- Strict relationships between

express opinions

Guatemala (95)

Denmark (18)

superiors and subordinates

- Children treated as

Japan (54)

Finland (33)

- Older generations and

equals and are taught

teachers highly respected

to be independent

Netherlands (38)

- Obedience expected from
children

TABLE 1. Characteristics of power distance with example countries.

According to Marcus & Gould in user interfaces PDI can be seen as highly (high PDI) and
or less-highly (low PDI) structured access to information. The dimension can affect to the
way the interface or elements emphasize the social and moral order and its symbols: is it
frequent or infrequent. Is there a focus on expertise, authority, certifications and official
stamps or logos? Focusing into the importance of leaders rather than citizens, customers or
employees is a sign of a high PDI culture in a website. Is there a freedom to explore or is
security and restrictions important? (Marcus & Gould, 2000, 36.)

Examples of high and low power distance web interfaces in Marcus and Gould’s paper
were the websites of two universities. For this purpose I retrieved new screenshots from
the same addresses and the differences are still visible: Malaysian University Utara
www.uum.org.my clearly shows its emblems on the top left corner and the vicechancellors 1st of May message is top news in the site. However, changing banner on the
top of the page that represents the official flower of the school in this screenshot, also have
images of students of both sexes and various nationalities so the focus is not entirely on the
authorities.
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GRAPH 2. Screen capture from www.uum.org.my.

The page of the Dutch University of Technology Eindhoven www.tue.nl focuses entirely
on students, their choices and achievements. Holland is a low power distance country with
an index of 38, see table 1.
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GRAPH 3. Screen capture from www.tue.nl.

3.2 Individualism versus collectivism (IDV)
Individualistic and collectivistic cultures can be expressed as cultures of “I” and “we”. In
individualistic society the members are expected to take care of themselves and only the
immediate family. A larger share of public or private income is spent on health care than in
the low IDV counties. In highly individualistic cultures the needs and interests of a single
person are ahead of those of community and individual ownership and personal achievement is valued. Showing emotions of happiness is encouraged and showing sadness discouraged, in collectivistic cultures exactly the opposite. (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, 92104.)
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Collectivistic cultures are family-centered and employer-employee relationships are more
like a family link. The individual aims to benefit the group and resources should be shared
among group members. Also laws and rights can differ by the group and the economic
system is dominated by the state. (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, 92-104.)
Individualism versus collectivism (IDV)
Society’s orientation to group or individual achievements.
Individualistic

Collectivistic

High (value)

Low (value)

- Individuals are expected to

- Emphasizes the input

USA (91)

Guatemala (6)

take care of themselves and

of the individual for the

Australia (90)

Ecuador (8)

only immediate family

group

Finland (63)

Taiwan (17)

- Values personal achievement

- Extended family rela-

Japan (46)

Romania (30)

tions

TABLE 2. Characteristics of individualism vs. collectivism with example countries.

In web-design the characteristics of individualism vs. collectivism may be seen as maximized motivation on personal achievement in highly individualistic cultures, and favoring
the group achievement in collectivistic cultures. Materialism, consumerism, hype of
change, uniqueness and argumentative speech and encouragement and tolerance of extreme are signs of individualistic culture. Collectivistic web-designs might accentuate official slogans, social effort, experience and wisdom of leaders and tradition and history.
(Marcus & Gould 2000, 37-38.)

3.3 Masculinity versus femininity (MAS)
Masculinity and femininity index describe the compassion of a culture. This dimension is
the only one where men and women have been studied in separate groups since the other
dimensions didn’t provide particular difference in answers between the two genders.
(Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, 119.)
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In a masculine culture emotional gender roles are distinct: women are supposed to be
modest and tender and men tough and confident. A society with a high masculine value
prefers achievement, heroism and self-confidence. Material values and money are important and positions at work should provide challenges and chances for promotions and honor. Attitude at school is competitive and children are taught to look up to successful characters and failing in tests is often a great shame. (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, 136-147.)

Feminine cultures value modesty, cooperation, caring and quality of life. Gender roles are
dissolved and men and women share household chores. Children are taught to be modest
and compassionate. Showing a big ego and trying to exceed others are considered rude.
Feminine cultures typically have higher share of women working in professional jobs than
masculine cultures and careers are optional for both genders rather being optional for
women and compulsory for men in masculine cultures.
(Hofstede & Hofstede 2005, 136-147.)

Masculinity versus femininity (MAS)
The separation of traditional gender roles.
Masculine

Feminine

High (value)

Low (value)

- Society prefers achievement,

- Values quality of

Slovakia (110)

Sweden (5)

heroism and self-confidence

life, security and the

Japan (95)

Norway (8)

- Traditional distinctions be-

environment

Ireland (68)

Costa Rica

tween gender roles

- Dissolving gender
roles

(21)
Finland (26)

TABLE 3. Characteristics of masculinity vs. femininity with example countries.

In web-user interfaces high masculinity cultures would concentrate on traditional distinctions of gender, family or age and navigation should be based on control and exploration.
In feminine cultures the blurring of the gender roles, mutual co-operation and support
would be emphasized (Marcus & Gould, 2000, 39). Marcus and Gould used a Japanese
version of excite.com as an example of the difference between masculine and feminine
website.
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Japan is a very masculine culture, with MAS index of 95, see table 2. In Japan excite.com
has a different news portal for women (woman.exite.co.jp). As comparison, Marcus &
Gould used a Swedish version, MAS index 5, of excite.se where there was no separate version for women and the front page was built very gender neutral. The Swedish version
doesn’t exist anymore but the fresh screenshots show that exite.co.jp still separates the
genders to different sites. However, nowadays many news portals in feminine countries do
this separation for marketing purposes so it can’t always be interpreted as a sign of masculine culture.

GRAPH 4. Screen capture from http://exite.co.jp on the left and http://woman.exite.co.jp
on the right.

3.4 Uncertainty avoidance (UAI)
Uncertainty avoidance expresses how the members of a culture feel about situations of
uncertainty and ambiguity. The index measures from high to low.

Cultures with high uncertainty avoidance index are keen to maintain strict rules and behavioral guidelines. The unexpected things in life are a threat and often cultures of high UAI
experience high stress and anxiety in family life. Unusual behavior is not tolerated and
what is different is thought to be dangerous. Members of high UAI countries often have an
inner urge to work hard and emotional need to be busy because time is money. (Hofstede
& Hofstede, 2005, 176-189.)

Societies with a low uncertainty avoidance index have a more relaxed attitude towards
rules and less stress and anxiety is experienced. Children are brought up with more lenient
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way and there is a curious attitude towards what is different. Unlike in high uncertainty
avoidance cultures showing emotions and aggressions is not recommendable. Rather than
having strict rules low UAI societies are more tolerable towards chaos and ambiguity.
(Hofstede & Hofstede 2005, 176-189.)

Uncertainty avoidance (UAI)
How the members of a society feel about uncertainty and ambiguity.
High

Low

High (value)

Low (value)

- Strict rules and behavioral

- More relaxed attitude

Greece (112)

Singapore (8)

guidelines

toward rules

Portugal (104)

Jamaica (13)

- Unusual behavior and ideas

- Less inclined towards

Japan (92)

Sweden (30)

is not tolerated

change

Finland (59)

Ireland (35)

TABLE 4. Characteristics of uncertainty avoidance with example countries.

Features of uncertainty avoidance in user interfaces could be seen as simplicity, limited
choices and restricted amount of data in high UAI cultures. Also navigations would be
intended to prevent users from getting lost and reducing errors caused by the user. Low
UAI cultures would emphasize the maximal content and choices and accept the possibility
that the user would wander around and try different routes to navigate.
(Marcus & Gould 2000, 41.)

3.5 Long-term versus short-term orientation (LTO)
Long-term versus short-term orientation is about persistence, thrift, respecting traditions
and committing to social duties. LTO is one of the dimensions Hofstede found later, after
complementary studies from several colleagues. It was mainly found because many Asian
cultures, conflicted by the Confucian philosophy, have very special characteristics that
many western cultures lack. (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, 208-209.)

Long-term oriented cultures are oriented towards future rewards. They value thrift and
perseverance. Children are taught to be thrifty and work values include honesty, learning,
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the ability to adapt and self-discipline. The importance of profit is seen on the long rung
instead of concentrating on the profit of the current year. Long-term oriented cultures prior
common sense against abstract rationality and pay little importance for leisure time. (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005, 207-232.)

In short-term oriented cultures work values are freedom, achievement and thinking oneself.
Saving or investing is not the way to handle money and usually the focus is on achieving
quick results. Children are taught to be tolerant and respect others.
(Hofstede & Hofstede 2005, 207-232.)
Long-term versus short-term orientation (LTO)
How the society deals with the search of virtue.
Long-term

Short-term

High (value)

Low (value)

- Adapts traditions to

- Fulfilling social

China (118)

Czech Republic

changed conditions

obligations is impor-

Hong Kong

(13)

- Tendency to save and in-

tant

(96)

Nigeria (16)

vest

- Great respect for

Japan (80)

Spain (19)

- Perseverance in achieving

traditions

Brazil (65)

United States (29)

results

- Focus on achieving
quick results

Finland (41)

TABLE 5. Characteristics of long-term versus short-term orientation with example countries.
Long-term oriented cultures would value content with practical value, relationships as a
source of credibility and information and patience in achieving goals in user interfaces.
Content that would focus on truth and certainty of belief, rules as a source of credibility
and information and the desire for achieving fast goals and results would be a sign of shortterm oriented culture.
(Marcus & Gould 2000, 42-43.)

3.6 Indulgence versus restraint (IVR)
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Indulgence versus restraint was introduced in 2010 so there are only a few adaptations and
descriptions of it and it was not reviewed in Marcus & Gould’s study. IVR index describes
the allowance of hedonistic ways of life in the society. (Hofstede 2011, 15-16.)

Cultures that are indulgent allow having fun and enjoying life rather than limiting them by
strict social norms. Higher percentages of people declare themselves very happy and freedom of speech is seen important. In wealthy countries sexual norms are lenient and higher
percentage of people are obese than in restrained cultures. (Hofstede 2011, 15-16.)

In restrained cultures people are less likely to remember positive emotions and fewer
people declare themselves being happy. People may feel helpless and think that they have
no control of what happens to them. Leisure time is considered not to be important.
(Hofstede 2011, 15-16.)
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4 USER INTERFACE DESIGN
Computer science has come a long way. Only in a few decades the industry rose, bloomed,
took a setback and now is more available for anyone than ever. All eyes are on user interfaces, because the hardware today is very efficient and very small. Command-line interfaces and text-based interfaces that used to be the tools of geeks are hardly ever seen in these
days, but they are still in use. Structures behind the curtains, like servers, often run on these
simple and light interfaces that require some level of expertise to be actually used. But the
money is on the devices that are mass produced and sold all over the world with as little
changes as possible to make the best profit. The battle on the market is fierce, so companies like to stand out with their user interfaces.

4.1 Basics of UI design: usability
User interface design is a wide subject, and the platforms needing user interfaces can vary
from smart phone screens to thumb-size music players and from industrial machines to
websites. In general, the basic design principles that are used for designing posters, books
and newspapers hold true, but user interface design has to go hand in hand with usability.
Golden ratio, colors and legibility are very important, but the focus is on the dialogue and
user experience. User interfaces are interactive; they respond, communicate and process
depending on the user’s commands. Therefore, before designing anything for user interfaces, it is useful to know something about usability.

There is more than enough textbooks and web articles about usability, but Jakob Nielsen,
an well-known usability guru, has listed ten usability heuristics for interface designers to
be used when designing and evaluating the system usability. Nielsen developed this theory
in collaboration with his colleague Rolf Molich in 1990, and revised it later (Nielsen
2005). These ten commands of usability apply to all kind of interfaces.

These rules have common features and they are overlapping each other, so here they are
combined to three categories:
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4.1.1 Communicating with the user
Nielsen says that it is important for the user to know what’s going on and is the system
functional. For example progress bars and loading animations are tools to show the user
that requested actions are being processed. The language and logics used in the system
should be on the same level with the user and consistency and standards in using terms and
actions is required. Using too technical terms in products aimed to standard computer users
can be misleading, confusing, and complicate learning the system. On the other hand,
when a product is designed for a wide range of users, shortcuts and customizable functions
can speed up the usage of the product for experienced users, so the interface should be
built flexible and efficient. (Nielsen 2005.)

Especially when designing user interfaces to international use and to different cultures,
using the right language and expressions is crucial. When translating applications, a native
speaker with knowledge of special vocabulary should be used whenever it’s possible.
Translation machines and text generators have become more common but are not intelligent enough to understand context and translate without mistakes.

Some cultures have several languages and in some the spoken language differs greatly
from the written one. In these cases, it might be convenient if the user can change the language on the fly. Especially if the application has several users the current user can choose
the language he prefers, regardless of the choices of the other users. (Nielsen 2005.)

4.1.2 Errors and error prevention
Nielsen notes that “Even better than good error messages is a careful design which prevents a problem from occurring in the first place” (Nielsen 2005). Testing out the product
early can bring up errors that the designer didn’t even think of. Some errors can be avoided
by presenting confirmation options before the action is processed. Although this requires
that the user reads the message displayed and doesn’t click the message away in frustration. (Nielsen 2005.)

The system should provide users feeling of control, so undo and redo functions, or clear
“emergency exit” like close-button lets the user escape situations where, for example, some
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buttons has mistakenly been pressed. When an error happens, the error message should be
presented with understandable language rather than code, and the system should specify
where the error happened and suggest a solution or action for the user. (Nielsen 2005.)

4.1.3 Helping the user
Nielsen suggests that best systems don’t need help or documentation, but if they are necessary, they should be easy to search, not too large, focused on tasks that user is performing,
and list tangible how-to-steps rather than abstract explanations (Nielsen 2005).

Studies show, that human short-term memory can store up to seven items at a time, but in
reality the amount is closer to three or five. For smooth user experience the user interface
shouldn’t require the user remembering what to do, or what happened in the previous
screen, but to make options, buttons and functions visible and easily recognizable. Minimalistic design is one solution to ease the memory load, so adding unnecessary functions
and information that is rarely needed or irrelevant should be avoided or hidden. (Nielsen
2005.)
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5 LOCALIZATION
Customizing a product aimed for a specific international market is called localization
(Globalization and Localization Issues 2012). One of the simplest examples is the map of
the world. For centuries cultures and nations have seen their own country as the center of
the world. Europeans see the Asia as East and Americas as the West. But since the world is
round, from the Chinese point of view, the Americans can be seen as East and the Europe
as West.

When designing interfaces for global market, there are several aspects that should be considered as means of localization.

5.1 Dates and formats
Time and date play very important role for smooth communication and error prevention.
Some cultures are not living the same year than the majority of the world’s population. For
some, the business week lasts for six days, they day the week begins varies and there might
not be a concept of a weekend as the western world knows it. When designing an interface
for the global market, date, time and numbers are one of the basic things that should be
displayed the way it is accustomed for the target audience. (Nilafdeen 2009.)

For example Japan uses the Gregorian calendar and the date is displayed
(YYYY年MM月DD日) where Y being the year, M the month and D the day. However, the
Japanese era year is also in use in official documents and historical writings. The era year
defines the year by the era name. The current era is Heisei and it started the day after the
previous emperor Hirohito died in 1989. The next era will begin, when the current emperor
will pass away. Year 2012 is Heisei 24. (Bryant, 2004.)

5.2 Colors
Colors are associated differently in cultures. The most common colors that can have associations in people’s minds are the colors of the national flag. In marketing and branding
colors are widely studied and used to create a certain type of feel for the brand or the company they represent.
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The connotations can be cultural, but more and more colors are connected to brands and
multinational corporations in people’s minds; red and yellow of McDonald’s and white and
red of Coca-Cola are recognized all over the world. The concept of traffic lights, red for
stop, yellow for caution and green for go, is widely recognized and often used in interfaces
to guide the user.

Choosing color for user interfaces on global market is not an exact science, but it is useful
to know some basic culture-related meanings of colors. Some cultures have many meanings also for certain color combinations, and in some cultures the symbolic of colors is
stronger than others. In western world using just about any color and color combination is
fine, but for example in India, Iran and China some colors and combinations have very
highly respected and serious meanings. Certain groups of people, like political parties, religious groups and minorities can culturally be recognized by their colors. (Tektronix,
2007.) Appendix 1 presents some colors with international significance.

Colors are not understood the same in all cultures. A good example is pastel colors, pink
and baby blue for instance. In the western world, pastel colors are commonly connected
with babies and kids, but in Japan and South Korea it is common to use pastel colors in
products that are in fact directed for adults. (Edmondson, 2005.)

GRAPH 5. Screen capture from www.kbstar.com.
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In South Korea, pastel colors are connected with trust (Tektronix, 2007). Graph 4 is the
main page of a South Korean bank (www.kbstar.com). Many other Korean banks are using
the internationally safe and well-known blue in their logos and websites, but this particular
bank is clearly targeting the South Korean audience.

5.3 Typography and texts
The Latin alphabet is only one of dozens character sets used to represent a language. When
translating applications, words, expressions and sentences may take more or less space
than in the language they are translated from, even though the character set wouldn’t
change. (Nilafdeen 2009.)

Some languages, like Japanese use more than one set of characters. The Japanese writing
system consist of two different types of character sets, kana and kanji. Also Arabic numerals and the Latin alphabet can be used for example acronyms such as NATO and AIDS
(Rose, 2011). All these characters can be used at the same time, so a single written sentence can have characters from each of these symbol sets what makes important to use the
appropriate ISO standards.

Alphabetical sorting varies in languages, for examples in German language, the umlauts Ä,
Ö, Ü are treated as their non-umlauted versions, therefore in alphabetic order Ulm would
be followed by Ülm. In Finnish and Swedish for example Ä and Ö are treated as separate
letters so they have their places at the end of the alphabet. (Esselink, 2000, 31-32.)

Flexibility of the user interface is very important from the beginning of the design process.
It is common practice that text is presented as stings instead that they would be saved in
images (Esselink, 2000, 46). Menu elements have to have enough space around them so
when translated, the text has room to expand without affecting the design.

As mentioned earlier in chapter 4.1.1 the use of language and verbal style is important.
There are many differences between British and American English, Canadian French and
French as well as Mexican and Spanish terms and so on. Details like this may be small, but
the importance of target audience study is great and detailed work will always be a sign of
professionalism. (Esselink, 2000, 29-30.)
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The concept of a graphical user interface was developed in the US and the practices have
spread widely. Most users have gotten used to the menus being on the left hand side, but
when designing applications and user interfaces for language-group that read from left to
right, the order and placement of the menu should be considered differently. (Esselink,
2000.)

GRAPH 6. Screen capture from BBC’s localized version in Arabic.
BBC has localized versions for several languages. In the Arabic version, see graph 5, the
elements; the menu bar, biggest headlines and news stream, are mirrored compared to the
main site, since Arabic is a language that is read from left to right.

5.4 Pictures and pictograms
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Saving text to images can get troublesome when the application has to be translated. Iconography is a good solution, and localized messages can be displayed when the mouse is
hovered over the item.

Icons that present actual everyday things are more widely recognized in different cultures
than abstract icons. But are these metaphors recognizable for all cultures? Graphical user
interfaces have familiarized the concept of a trash can as deleting the objects, even though
trash cans don’t look the same all over the world. However, in the early days of graphical
UI’s the concept of deleting objects, especially the silver-lidded American-type trashcan,
caused some confusion among Thai users. The most common trash container used to be a
basket, usually flies circling above it so the silver container didn’t ring a bell for an average Thai user. When creating icons for user interfaces the target group should be considered. Variations of commonly used and recognized icons shouldn’t be a problem, but
when creating new icons the target group should be studied and the icons tested so the users understand what the icons are about. (Marcus, Armitage, Frank & Guttman 1999.)

There are cultural differences in using images in designs. This holds true to many other
designs as well as user interfaces. Japan is known for heavy use of comic characters. In
Japanese culture, banks, insurance companies and other serious businesses may have their
own mascot that can be used in advertising and to represent the company. The custom is
spreading in Asia and also in South Korea that is influenced by Japan, using drawn characters is acceptable. For example in many European cultures drawn characters are considered
to be childish and would never be used by companies that are marketing their products for
adults.

Especially in web designs the use of images and photographs is accentuated. Even companies that use global web designs in a way that the site structure looks exactly the same in
all localized versions, the pictures may be different. Pictures are chosen to represent the
target group of the local users, so American versions shows American looking people with
different ethnic backgrounds and websites targeted to Asian markets show photos of the
local target groups, Japanese users in Japan and Chinese in China.
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6 EXAMPLES OF CULTURAL DIFFERENCES AND LOCALIZATION OF USER INTERFACES

Websites are a very good way to explore and get inspired by cultural differences and localization in user interfaces. Localized versions are important because they add value and
appeal more to users. Few examples of localization around the world was introduces in the
previous chapter, but this chapter presents some more examples of localization and cultural
differences of Japan.

6.1 Facebook in Japan
Facebook is a well known brand over the world, but its march to global marked hasn’t
been a road without any bumps. Facebook faced some issues when landing into Japan in
2008. It is a good example of power distance and uncertainty avoidance dimensions described in chapters 3.1 and 3.4.

The power distance index of Japan is, 54, see table 1, and Japan also has one of the highest
uncertainty avoidance indexes with a value of 92, as seen in table 4. Japanese online community embraces anonymity. Local social networks like Mixi and Gree are very popular,
but the Japanese social media users didn’t feel secure with Facebook so the popularity of
the service has never exceeded the local social media sites. In Japan most of the people,
even famous bloggers, hide behind nicknames and avatars of drawn characters in online
communities. Facebook, however, requires registration with real name. Sharing the messages with co-workers, relatives and younger friends at the same time with your own name
or decline the friend request of a superior might be difficult for Japanese. (Tabuchi, 2011.)

Later Facebook decided to serve its Japanese users with a custom feature that is not available anywhere else but Japan. This localized feature is an addition to the personal information form and when you fill your birthday, sex and address, you can also let your friends
know your bloodtype. (Tabuchi, 2011.) Bloodtype is considered to be more important than
your horoscope and according to Japanese beliefs it will determine your personality and
character.
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6.2 Typography in web-design
As mentioned in chapter 5.3, saving text to images may cause some problems and extra
work when translating application. Many Japanese web designs use this method to achieve
more appealing results.

Due to the amount of required characters and relatively small market, it is a difficult task to
create fonts for Japanese language. Until recently, there haven’t been many different typefaces available, especially for web-use. Although what comes to the style of typefaces,
there are two main genres similar to serif and sans-serif: micho and gothic. Mincho-type of
font is based on brush-strokes so the width of the lines varies. Reducing the size of text
when using mincho-fonts can lead to readability difficulties especially with kanji signs,
because the thinner lines can disappear. In gothic fonts the width of the lines is even and
the ends are blunt so they stay relatively readable also in small sizes. Mincho is used most
often in publications meant for general audience, such as newspapers and books. Magazines, technical documents and texts meant for younger audience use often gothic typefaces. (Palmieri, 2004.)

GRAPH 7. http://cocacola.co.jp uses a lot of text saved in images.
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In graph 6, a screen capture from Coca Cola’s Japanese website, it can be seen that all the
text surrounded with a turquoise rectangles are in fact images. Like in graph 6, almost all
the web content in Japanese is written to be read from left to right. Originally Japanese is a
vertical language and read from top to bottom and from right to left. Nowadays the reading
order can vary, for example in newspapers it is possible to find articles written in the traditional style but also from left to right. (Palmieri, 2004.)
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7 BOOKAIDEE PROJECT

In this chapter I will describe shortly the idea of the designed application, the design
process and evaluate the end result. The goal of the project, from my interface designer
point of view, was not to invent a new innovative technique for navigation, but to create a
simple and easy-to-use interface.

The prototype was built in three months into a working prototype in Ochanomizu University in Tokyo. The project was realized with a fellow Finnish student who was responsible
for programming and technical implementation. The prototype was designed first in English and then translated into Japanese.

7.1 The concept
In March 2011 Japan was struck with a magnitude 9 earthquake that shook not only Japan,
but the whole world. Tohoku earthquake was one of the most powerful earthquakes in the
modern history after 1900 when the record-keeping begun. The disaster killed more than
fifteen thousand people and caused multi-million damages to the infrastructure and economy. (Moskowitz, 2012.)

Professor Itiro Siio from Ochanomizu University was in a conference in Tokyo when the
earthquake hit on March 11th. He was evacuated to a gym hall nearby school among many
other people who attended the conference. After the disaster he began to think what kind of
system would help evacuees during these kinds of happenings. Professor Siio came up with
an idea where books could provide comfort and pastime activity when the evacuation situation lasts for several hours or even for days.

Many evacuation sites are in schools and campuses that have libraries, so Book Aidee –
system uses existing RFID-tags in books found in such locations. The system is portable; it
can be used on any laptop or desktop computer that has Windows-OS and USB-port to
connect the RFID-reader. The advantage of using a book instead of, for example a key ring
or a card with and RFID-tag, is that books are appreciated, won’t get lost easily and are
more likely to be returned, like borrowing and returning books from a library.
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The main idea of the system is simple; when a person enters the facility, he or she is given
a book. The tag in the book is read at the entrance, and the ID of the tag is saved to a database. The system counts the number of the tags, so in all situations the amount of people
inside the facility can be observed. This helps when providing food or other items to the
people.

Later the user can save his personal information to the database, so he can be identified.
The internet service connected to Book Aidee database allows people all across the world
to search for their family members who might be on the site.

In the next few chapters I will shortly describe the design process of the BookAidee
application.

7.2 Design process
Before starting to design anything for a certain purpose it is useful to list down the necessary requirements and functions. In a case of designing a user interface, this is very important because the final product has to be looked at as a whole. If some functions or requirements are added afterwards, it may affect to the usability of the whole product. Good user
interface can be flexible, so if it’s possible to extend the features of the application later,
that aspect should be considered in an early state of the design process.

The user plays the main role using the applications so first of all the profile and the needs
of the user had to be determined. For BookAidee, the most likely end user was a librarian
who happens to be at work when the system is needed. We assumed, that the end user has
basic knowledge about computers, and that the system is already installed to the computer
that is meant to be used, and some training about the usage of the application would be
given beforehand.

When designing the interface and the system structure, I kept in mind that the user interface has to be simple and easy to use. The situation, in an event of crisis or disaster, can be
stressful, so we can’t assume that the person operating the system would be able to remember exactly how to use the system even though he or she had training for it. Therefore

29
it is crucial to keep the functions simple and clear so previous knowledge of the system is
not necessarily required. Ideal situation would be that anyone could use the system without
a manual.

Requirements for the system functionality were:
-

Registering into the system and out from the system. In general, registering and unregistering a book into the system shouldn’t take too long, because when a lot of
people enter the facility, the system should be able to work fast and not to slow
down the evacuation.

-

The system should count the amount of people signed into the system and display
the number.

-

People should be able to save personal information into the system, and the information should be accessible via the web interface so searches could be made.

-

The person should be able to change the book to another one without losing the
personal information already saved.

-

Power and internet blackout should be taken in account. When using computers is
not possible, people should be able to use a paper-form to enter their information.
Therefore updating and adding personal information should be made possible later
when power and internet are back.

-

Adding the information of the paper sheet into the database should be made possible via browser.

7.2.1 Sketching and wireframing
After defining the necessary functions for the application and the profile of the user I continued the design process with sketching. Sketching is a good way to realize your thoughts
without using too much time and the ideas can be presented more easily to other project
members.

In beginning I sketched some possible screen layouts for choosing the system functions,
like how to change from checking-in people to checking them out. For simplicity, I turned
down a couple of ideas of clickable menus and decided to design a launcher screen where
all the different functionalities could be chosen clearly from one screen. This approach is
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similar to a user interface in a website where you click on something you want to go to,
instead of choosing it from a drop-down menu, for example. As seen from the sketch in the
graph 6, the buttons are big and easily accessible and indicate with text what the functionality behind them is.

GRAPH 8. Sketch of the launcher, and the sign-in functionality screen of BookAidee.

After clicking on these buttons the screen would be changed to the screen of the functionality, with some instructions given so the user would know how to proceed as seen on the
right in graph 6.

I created an interactive wireframe model of the application to show it to the supervising
professor and to see better how the structure would form. The wireframe was created with
Microsoft Expression Blend and in graph 7 the function screen of sign in can be seen. The
connection indicator on the top right corner and the home button on the top left corner visible in the wireframe are not present in the final application. The connection indicator was
left out because it would have been unnecessary information for the user. Instead, if connection to the database or the RFID-reader is lost, the application will show a full screen
error message so the user can fix the problem immediately. The home button turned out to
be confusing for the user after testing out the paper prototype.
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Graph 9. Wireframe model of BookAidee application.

7.2.2 Paper prototype
After the wireframe model was approved by the supervising professor, I decided to create a
paper prototype to try out the application with a user. Paper prototyping is a low-cost and
efficient way to test out if the design has usability problems before writing any code. (Nielsen, 2003.)

Ideal situation would have been to ask a librarian, a target group user, to test the paper prototype, but since using the application doesn’t require any special knowledge, we decided
to test with the nearest colleagues at the campus.

The prototype provided important information about unnecessary elements in the user interface. The application is not intended to be “browsed” like a website but rather to be set
on a certain mode for longer periods of time. Changing between modes is the task of the
librarian, who is the administrator, not the end user with the book. To prevent the possible
situation that the end user returns unintentionally to the launcher screen, the home button
was removed and returning to the launcher screen happens with a keyboard command.
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7.2.3 Final design and web interface
The elements for the application, such as buttons, logos and images were created in Adobe
Illustrator as vectors. The user interface was built on QT creator with a help of QSS styling
files to achieve scalability. The application was then translated into Japanese.

GRAPH 10. BookAidee launcher screen. English version.

At the time of creating the web interface, which provides the possibility to search people
from the database, the time for the project was almost up. The web interface uses a readymade, open source MIT-licensed CSS and JavaScript framework. The Skeleton grid can be
downloaded from www.getskeleton.com and it was used to add value to the web interface
since it easily scales down for mobile devices.

7.3 The project from a cultural point of view
Our two-person team in BookAidee consisted of two Finnish students. We had consultations and feedback from our Japanese colleagues, but the situation for international co-
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operation in the project was not ideal. Even though the Finns and the Japanese are said to
be likeminded, creating the user interface required a lot of thinking. However, the end result was approved and praised by the supervising professor and received good feedback.

Translating the project went smoothly. All the texts in the project, except the BookAidee
logo, were as strings inside the code, so there was no need to re-do any of the images, buttons or other graphical elements for the translated version. We had minor scalability problems with the translated version of the application but they were fixed with small changes
to the QSS style sheet.

To appeal more for Japanese users the design could have been more cheerful. The approach chosen was clean and simple with tinted hues.

The application meets well the Hofstede’s dimension of uncertainty avoidance. Japan is
uncertainty avoidant culture with index of 92. The application has only limited choices in
the launcher screen, as seen in graph 10, and the end user is guided with written instructions in the application. The administrator, the librarian, has the control of the application
because the mode can only be changed with the special keyboard command and the web
interface has a separate area for administrative purposes.
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8 CONCLUSIONS

In the Internet everything spreads fast and designers all over the world are affected with
the same styles and trends. There are even signs of decreasing cultural differences in web
designs (Robbins & Stylianou, 2008). However, these signs are minor and are more to do
with internet becoming more universal than changing cultures. Cultures chance slowly and
can’t be absorbed through information networks; they have to be lived, learned and experienced.

When designing for foreign cultures, it is hard to know what is important. There is no perfect guidebook or tutorial on how to create culturally aware interfaces. All the bits and
pieces of information seem to be spread all over and, I imagine, every culture, every translation and every project is a unique case that brings some of these pieces together.

There are years and years of experience, trials and errors and hundreds of hours of study
behind great universal interfaces we all use every day. Operating systems, smart phones
and websites that give a good user experience despite the language, time-zone or continent
of the user are the results of sweat and tears of culturally aware user interface designers
and engineers.

It is not easy to create an interface from a scratch, so using someone’s good idea is not a
sin. In a way, globalization has made the job of user interface designers easier. Elements,
practices and symbols that are well known and widely recognized in many cultures are
easily repeatable and safe to use. It doesn’t mean though, that there is no space for variety,
creativity and new ideas in user interfaces.

The human factor, the mind behind the product, is still very important in user interface
design. The mind of a human, no matter the culture, works its ways trough tasks in very
different ways compared to machines. It is designer’s job to respect the localization matters
and give the user the keys for understanding the machine.

The future has a lot to offer. In just a few years user interfaces and user interactions have
faced more changes than in the last decade. Touch input has been implemented on smart

35
phones and tablets and soon it will become common on many other devices. Gesture-based
interaction in games has been a success, and it is finding its way to other interfaces and
applications as well. New ways of interacting, especially gesture-based interaction may
bring up cultural challenges since some hand and body gestures are interpreted differently
in some cultures.

In ten years we might navigate through our user interfaces in ways never seen or imagined.
The ability to adapt is more important than the ability to change and the connection between user interfaces and culture will be important in the future as well.
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APPENDIX 1/1
International meanings of color
Color

Meaning

Red

Egypt and China: good luck. In China red is used
widely in cultural ceremonies.
India: purity, wedding
Eastern cultures: joy, when combined with white.

Blue

China: immortality
Hindis: sacred color of the god Krishna
Considered to be the safest color to be used globally
Colombia: funeral
Egypt: dark blue is for mourning

Green

China, France, Egypt: according to studies green is
not a good choice of color for packaging products.
Color of Islam
Ireland: Catholic, religiously significant.
In some tropical countries green is associated with
danger.
Most western countries: indicates that the it is safe to
go, for example in traffic lights

Brown

Colombia: discouraging for sales
India: color of mourning

Yellow

Asia: imperial, sacred

Orange

Ireland: Protestant, religiously significant
United states: inexpensive goods
Japan, China: color of love
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APPENDIX 1/2
Olive

Internationally connected to military

green
White

Eastern culture: death, mourning
Japan: color of gods, mourning. When combined
with red represents happiness, life force and celebration
China: death, misfortune, mourning
Iran: peace, sacred color of Mohammed

Black

Western cultures: mourning, death

