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Abstract. User research always presents challenges of interpretation, but these 
challenges are much greater when the research is done internationally.  This is 
true regardless of whether the research is carried out in one country other than 
the researcher’s own, or in multiple countries.  In this paper, we discuss a 
number of these challenges, and to offer some practical ways to minimize them. 
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1   Introduction 

Increasingly, companies are recognizing the need to understand their users in order to 
design products and services that will really meet their users’ needs.  This user-
centered design (UCD) approach has shown that, by understanding user needs, 
products and services have increased chances for success. 

Designing for international markets makes this approach even more critical, but 
also much more challenging.  Not only is it often difficult for teams to collect 
information about international users, but also, the interpretation of this information is 
extremely challenging.   

In this paper, we discuss a number of these challenges which we have observed 
over the course of our own projects for a variety of clients in more than 20 countries 
around the world, as well as offer some practical suggestions to deal with them.  We 
will also draw on our experiences teaching new researchers how to do international 
user research, both formally [1] and informally. 

The things we discuss are all things that user researchers should be paying 
attention to both during the planning of the research, during data collection and during 
data analysis.  In contrast, if user researchers are not paying attention to these factors, 
it is difficult to recognize their influence, and they may compromise the integrity of 
the entire user research program.   

The specific challenges we discuss include assuming that behaviors are caused by 
cultural factors when they are not (cultural false positives,) over generalizing from a 
small sample, making false assumptions about the base rate in the society of what the 
researchers are seeing, missing important significance of data because of a lack of 
understanding of the culture or country, and retreating into stereotypes. 
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2   Common Challenges 

In this section we will discuss in more detail some of the common challenges that we 
have seen teams struggle with when trying to interpret data from international user 
studies. 

2.1   Cultural False Positives  

Mrazek and Baldaccini [2] coined the phrase “cultural false positives” to, as they put 
it, “describe study results that mistakenly ascribe differences in users’ goals and tasks 
to culture – differences which are actually variations in user type or segmentation.”  
They point out that overemphasizing cultural uniqueness can make it harder for a 
team to see design solutions that work for broader markets. 

Uncovering something that looks to you a new goal or task does not automatically 
equate to finding something unique about the particular culture in which you find 
yourself.  You may be discovering something that would be equally applicable in 
other markets or countries, even in your own.  For instance, as Mrazek and Baldaccini 
[2] point out, the fact that Asian homes tend to be smaller than American homes does 
not automatically point to the need for a uniquely Asian  need for a small-sized 
printer.  In fact, considering a small printer exclusively “Asian” need could blind a 
company to the potential for such a small printer in other countries. 

2.2   Over-Generalization  

It is equally important to avoid over-generalizing from your experience and your 
research.  Often, due to limited time and budget, we are forced to sample one city or 
region, or only urban people in a country where there is large rural population.  When 
doing research in India, for instance, it is tempting to assume that what we find in 
Mumbai is equally applicable in Delhi or Chennai, or that what we observe in cities is 
equally applicable in rural areas, but this is a very dangerous practice. It is important 
to stick closely to what you have actually observed, rather than making 
generalizations about “all people in India” or, even worse, “all Asians.” Whenever 
you find yourself making such statements, you can be certain that you are over-
generalizing.  

Not all over-generalizing is as blatant as this of course.  We can over-generalize to 
the sample we studied even more easily – and dangerously.  For instance, it’s easiest 
to remember the earliest sessions (“primacy”) and the more recent ones (“recency”) 
which tends to give these sessions more weight in our minds as we think about our 
sample.  It is important to do thorough data analysis to avoid skewing the results by 
putting more emphasis on these early and late sessions.   

2.3   False Assumptions About Base Rates 

A special case of over-generalizing is assuming that the base rate of what you are 
observing is similar in various geographies.  This is rarely true.  We saw a particularly 
striking example of this several years ago when a potential American client contacted 
us to inquire about doing a study of cell phone and texting or using short messaging 
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service (SMS) messaging in Europe.  At that time, SMS had not yet caught on in the 
States, but it was extremely popular in much of the rest of the world.  However, the 
potential client was adamant that “the average number of SMS messages per day is 
one or fewer.”  No matter what we said, they insisted that SMS’ing was as rare  a 
behavior in Europe as it was in the US. Obviously, they incorrectly assumed that the 
base rate for sending SMS in the US was the same as that in Europe. 

Not all false assumptions about base rates are as striking.  For instance, to be able 
to interpret the fact that a university student in the US or in India uses an internet café, 
it is important to know how common this behavior is among similar students in  the 
US and in India.  Knowing this simple fact can help you recognize common and less 
common behaviors appropriately.  Therefore, in the US, most university students have 
their own computers, so internet café users are rare, and, by definition, probably 
different on other significant dimensions from their peers in the university.  However, 
in India, most university students use internet cafés, so it is the computer-owning 
students who are the ones who are different.   

2.4   Missing Important Cues 

When you are a visitor to another country, it is extremely easy to miss important cues 
that can help you interpret your data.  For instance, people often refer to dates or 
holidays that are nationally, regionally, or locally important when they are describing 
their behavior.  An American might refer to July 4th, the American independence day, 
or an Indian might talk about Diwali, an important Indian festival.  Knowing the 
significance of these can help your interpretation.   

Additionally, many countries have distinct regional accents, so, for instance, an 
American will instantly recognize a Southern US accent and differentiate it from a 
Brooklyn accent.  Sometimes accents are clues to larger issues such as schooling, or 
socioeconomic background, as, for instance, an upper class London accent in the UK 
is very different, to the local ear, from a dock worker’s accent from Liverpool.  The 
same American who can tell the difference from a Texan and a New Yorker may well 
miss the difference between these accents in the UK and vice versa.   

Other things can also pose significant “unseen” challenges.  For instance, in a 
recent study we did in South India, we discussed the impacts of the caste of the 
facilitator and translator on the participant families we were visiting.  Although we 
were not able to tell the caste of either our local team or our participants, all of the 
local team members were aware of these issues.  This meant that we had to openly 
address caste (even though it was “invisible” to us) in order to make sure we were at 
least aware of its impacts on the data. 

2.5   Stereotyping 

Stereotyping is often the retreat of researchers who enter a company unprepared, who 
are naïve or have their own unexamined stereotypes about the country they are doing 
the research in, or are experiencing culture shock.  Whatever the source, stereotypes 
get in the way of accurately understanding the country and stand in the way of 
gathering useful data.  The entire data collection process can be tinged with bias when 
stereotypes blind the researcher to nuances.   
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Unconscious stereotypes that are inadvertently reinforced are perhaps the most 
insidious.  Because they are not acknowledged, they result in a false sense of 
complacency that the researcher understands a locale, when, in fact, the  researcher’s 
own stereotypes have simply been reinforced.   

On the other hand, when stereotypes are actively acknowledged, they can be 
examined.  The researcher can use them as hypotheses and can explore the nuances 
that match and that do not match the stereotype.  Ultimately, when used like this, 
stereotypes can actually be useful and, inevitably, the researcher will come away with 
a much deeper and more complex understanding of the locale and the people therein. 

Culture shock is almost inevitable when people paying attention to their 
surroundings – especially when they are in places that are very different from their 
own home base.  It can be a very good indication of cultural sensitivity of team 
members, but it also must be managed because it is very easy for people to retreat into 
stereotyping and negative attributions if it is not.  We actively manage culture shock 
both by normalizing it, and by finding ways to use the observations that underlie the 
reaction to better understand the local culture.  In this way, we can help head off the 
negative stereotyping that can result from culture shock. 

3   How to Avoid These Pitfalls 

To deal with these common pitfalls, we will discuss the following ways to avoid them 
through adequate preparation and planning, combining “insider” (local) and 
“outsider” (foreign) perspectives, questioning your interpretations and assumptions, 
not assuming everything you observe is due to cultural factors, and not overloading 
the experience. 

3.1   Planning and Preparation Is Key 

The first thing that researchers should do is to prepare in advance by reading as 
widely as possible about the countries to be studied.  It helps to read about the history, 
culture, and economy.  Typically, we follow the news of any area where we will be 
traveling through online local and national newspapers and through international 
sources such as the International Herald Tribune.  Local sources also give important 
clues about the culture through both the types of items which are newsworthy, and the 
visual design of the news website itself.  We also read travelers’ reports (on the web 
or in books), as well as fiction by local authors and by foreigners, from different 
historical vantage points if possible. 

It is also important to understand relevant statistics and other descriptions of the 
country as much as possible.  For instance, you should find out how many people own 
computers or cell phones (if that is relevant), how many people have a phone line to 
their home, how many people own their own home, and what is that home likely to be 
like for the income band you are studying.   Your interpretation of what you see and 
your assessment of how common that is will depend these factors.  In one study we 
did in South India, the first home we visited was quite spacious by Indian standards, 
but to the visit team from the US who had not been in India before, it did not seem so.  
We discussed this with the visitors to help them understand that it was a large home 
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and pointed up the contrasts during subsequent visits when it became increasingly 
clear to the team that the first home had, indeed, been unusually large. In this way, 
team members’ own insights were sharpened over the course of the study.  

Be very careful specifying your sample for recruiting people for your study.  You 
need to do this with your local partners because many things won’t directly transfer 
from one country to another. For instance, when we did a study of a website for 
technical support in Mexico some years ago, our U.S. screener screened people into 
the study only if they had a phone line, something that is ubiquitous in the U.S.  In 
Mexico, however, at that time, only wealthy people had phones in their homes. 
Therefore, insisting on that one criterion would have seriously skewed our sample. 
Finding out that fact itself was very valuable to the team because it helped them reset 
their expectations. 

3.2   Combine “Insider” and “Outsider” Perceptions 

Check all your assumptions and findings with your local colleagues before and during 
the study.  On the other hand, realize that you will probably see things that your local 
colleagues may not pay attention to and may never have thought about.  The 
combination of perspectives is critical to really make sense of the data. 

One way to do this is to make the assumptions behind your product explicit.  After 
all, these are the things you need to learn about.  By doing so, you can actively test the 
assumptions rather than allowing them to influence you unconsciously.   

While planning the user research, listen carefully to your partners for their 
interpretation of events.  They can help you avoid making costly errors.  For instance, 
on a recent study, we had originally planned to do shopping visits with families on 
both days of the weekend until our local partners told us that the stores we were 
hoping to shop in were actually closed on Sunday in that region, even though they are 
open in other regions.  We quickly had to regroup to restructure the study to allow us 
to go shopping with our participants at different times in order to get the data we 
needed.   

In addition, creating a focus for your research, or, more likely, a set of focus areas 
or a “focus structure”, will help to make the assumptions explicit and will help guide 
what you observe.  In addition, the focus is shared by all members of the team which 
not only guides the research, but also helps to ensure that you are not unconsciously 
influenced by your assumptions.    

Your local partners can also help you contextualize your findings during the 
research itself, because they will know the significance of things that you may not and 
they also know the local conditions which can help you avoid problems in planning.  
For instance, when we did home visits in Brazil, our local partners helped us 
understand the significance of the presence of a phone line – basically, at that time at 
least, only the richest of families had phone lines in their homes.  

When you are debriefing after the user research, be sure to include your local 
partners.  Again, they will help you make local sense of what you have observed.  We 
always discuss our observations and interpretations with our local team as well as 
with client visitors.  They can explain things that may not be immediately clear to us 
as we are collecting data.  For instance, in the shopping study mentioned above, we 
heard about the “Chit” system for financing a major purchase.  Our local partners 
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explained this system to us during the debriefing.  We then also checked online 
resources such as Wikipedia to further understand how this system worked.  It was a 
point that had a significant potential impact on the buying process, but we could not 
have easily understood its significance without our local partners.   

3.3   Keep an Open Mind and Constantly Question Your Interpretations 

One of the best ways to keep your mind open is to treat your entire experience while 
in-country as a source of data, while always to questioning your interpretations and 
impressions.  You will almost certainly notice diverse aspects of life in the country, 
and these can give you context and help you avoid stereotyping.  Each aspect of life 
gives you information that can help explain how the specific variable you are looking 
at in your research may be consistent with a larger dynamic at play in the society-at-
large.  You will also want to look for and test the limits of the generalizations you 
make about the culture and the individuals (“Users”) within it. 

It can be difficult to avoid leaping to psychological, “exotic” or subtly judgmental 
interpretations or stereotyping, which are especially easy to slip into early in your stay 
when everything is new, and late in your stay, when you are starting to see patterns 
and may be exhausted by your experiences.  Instead, look first for “objective” factors 
about the local context that make the observed behavior “logical.”  Ask how the 
behavior makes sense, given things like the local climate or other geographical 
factors, history, infrastructure, economic or legal context, demographic profile, and so 
on.  It is extremely important to be aware and ever mindful of your own stereotypes 
and work to consciously look for other explanations. 

3.4   Don’t Assume Everything Is Cultural  

In many ways, assuming that everything you observe is cultural can make you act as 
blinders, making it much more difficult to get to the true explanations for what you 
observe.  You can help yourself and your team to avoid cultural false positives by 
keeping the study focused on tasks, goals and user types and exploring these 
exhaustively before assuming that your observations are due to potential cultural 
factors.  Educate your team about the traps of making cultural attributions that can 
keep them from seeing the underlying causes that may be more important to design.   

Before you assume that something is cultural, look first for “objective” factors 
about the local context that make the observed behavior “logical.”  Ask how the 
behavior makes sense, given things like the local climate or other geographical 
factors, history, infrastructure, economic or legal context, demographic profile, etc. 
Also, do thought experiments where you actively try to imagine other environmental 
settings or usage factors that might be similar and that might help you to account for 
your observations with non-cultural explanations.  This can help you to dig deeper to 
understand the wider range of behavior. 

In addition, as we mentioned above, it is important for researchers to acknowledge 
their own stereotypes about the locale or its people.  In this way, the stereotypes 
become hypotheses to be explored rather than unconsciously influences. 
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3.5   Don’t Overload the Experience 

As tempting as it is to try to do a number of studies when you are already  making the 
sizable investment in money and time to go to a distant company, this can introduce 
confounds and problems that can compromise the findings.  For one thing, the 
logistics can become overwhelmingly complex, and it can make your time in-country 
longer and more challenging, which can make it harder for the whole team. 

Also, even though it seems like you should be working every moment you are  
in-country because of the costs of travel, this will also make the research process 
much more difficult and more fragile.  It can be difficult to make sure you are 
allowing a day off now and then throughout the schedule, especially when trying to 
cost-justify the significant expense of getting to a distant country.  However, without 
a break now and then, the team is much more likely to experience severe culture 
shock, or to get sick.  Give your team a break to process your findings and to 
recharge, and you will find that the entire research experience is not only more 
comfortable, but also more robust. 

Do studies iteratively, to allow for testing of hypotheses generated in previous 
studies.  Check all your assumptions and findings with your local colleagues before 
and during the data collection phases, and consider sharing past research findings with 
local colleagues to get their sense of the applicability to the current study.  

4   Conclusions 

Doing international user research is, by definition, challenging and exhilarating at the 
same time.  It is, therefore, very important to be aware of the inherent difficulties that 
can compromise data integrity, and to make sure that the team – including local 
partners – is prepared and supported during the process of data collection.  By doing 
this, such research can yield amazing and rich findings that can make a significant 
contribution to design.   
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