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Cross-Cultural Product Design ‘
Understanding people from different cultural backgrounds

Abstract

In this paper a first overview has been presented of cross-cultural studies within the area of people-product
interaction. While most cultural studies have been conducted by researchers from the social sciences, studies
into the material culture is nowadays the playground of design researchers as well. Because of the relatively
new area of research the overview shows a rather fragmented picture. The conclusion is that cooperation

between different disciplines is a must.

1 Introduction

1.1 The Need for Cross-Cultural Product Design

There is an emérging interest in the impact of cultural dimensions on the experience and interaction between -
people and products. Globalization has led to a situation in which product design teams from one culture or
context often have to develop a product which will be used in a (totally) other cultural environment. |
Globalization also confronts companies to decide between ‘global’ or ‘local’ featured design of products. As
a result it has become essential for the industrial design education and profession to take the context and
culture of the end-users more serious and to look for consequences regarding industrial design. -

While research on cultural aspects traditionally has been the area of anthropology and sociology, the focus
on the interaction with the material world has woken up the design disciplines to take part in these studies.
As a result cross-cultural product design has increased in value and interest within the research and education
programmes of the faculty of Industrial Design Engineering at Delft University. However, as a specific area
within cultural studies the interaction between people and products as a cultural phenomenon has been-hardly
described yet. Models of cultural dimensions such ds Hofstede’s (Hofstede, 1991) and Hall’s (Hall, 1977)
have been extensively applied in research in the field of cross-cultural teamwork and communications and

even interface design. Existing cultural models, however, do not provide extensive information about how it
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can be applied in a meaningful way to product design (Khaslavsky 1998).For that reason, a series of
demonstration projects have been initiated to explore cross-cultural design in practice and education. These

demonstration projects will be described shortly in paragraph 2.

1.2 Aspects of Cultural Differences and Design

The influence of culture on product design comes to the fore in many aspects, which we categorise in two
main groups: practical and theoretical aspects. We are trying to map the different areas of interest connected
to product design. Tentatively we distinguish seven areas regarding cultural differences and product design.
The aspects design process (methodology, procedures), design education (ﬁansfer of design knowledge
among other cultures), strategic (business strategy and marketing products in other cultures) and designers
(cultural influence on the designer himself) form together the practical group. The aspects aesthetics
(preference for design in different cultures), semantics (interpretation of design and function) and

human-product behaviour (the actual use of products in different cultures) form together the theoretical

group.

In every area several studies can be found, most of them related to the design process, strategy, aesthetics,
semantics and human-product behaviour. It is striking that nowadays companies realize the importance of
flexible and adaptive design according to local markets. A company’s failure to acknowledged cultural
differences often limits its product’s marketability (Rutter and Donelson 2000). Therefore, a number of
global companies already started to develop methods and projects to study cross-cultural aspects. Intel
developed their own ‘Culture Capsule’, a physical cultural environment which can simulate every cultural
interior and atmosphere you like. Microsoft, Hewlett Packard and Philips are conducting cross-cultural
studies to understand not only matters regarding culture and human interaction design but also how to gain
profit from emerging markets. Other studies show that it is more effective to adapt the execution of
advertising on packaging to local preferences than to come up with a global solution (Berg-Weitzel and Laar,
2001).

2 Case Studies
2.1 Cross-Cultural Design projects at DUT

In order to get a better understanding of cross-cultural product design in practice, several research and

in-company demonstration projects have been carried out by our school jointly with industry and students.
Each project explored in a different manner the aspects of cross-cultural design in a specific cultural context.
Some examples are:

Rice cooker: A medium sized domestic appliances company set out a graduation assignment because they
encountered culturally different markets. The assignment was to develop a Western style rice cooker, which
had to suit the Asian market. This was because Asian people like European style appliances; it is a sign for
high quality.

MP3-Player: In collaboration with a big European electronics manufacturer the interaction between young
people in Indian urban areas themselves and products have been observed and recorded. The Asian market
(i.e. India and China) is e);pected t\b grow fast and might ask for cultural appropriate products. The
interaction patterns have led to a new, relative less expensive, MP-3 device which can be shared by groups of

Indian youth.

L
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Public furnishing 1: A multinational in waste handling systems, which sells well in northern Europe, have
sales issues in the southern part of Europe. During a graduation project, cross-cultural research was
conducted examining the (local) competitors, furniture design and human-production interacti:o'n on the
southern European public furniture market. The project resulted in interesting leads to redefine the design
and sales strategy.

Public furnishing 2: In collaboration with a small public furniture producer in the Czech Republic, the
potential was explored to incorporate local cultural heritage within the identity of export products. The
outcome of the experiment has been a proposal of Czech cultural identity inherited modern public furniture
for the city centre of Rotterdam in the Netherlands. )

E-Commerce web-sites: The object under investigation was the homepage of an existing small company,
offering a software product. Two culture specific versions of the homepage were created, one adapted to

German style, the other to Spanish style and were tested within both societies.
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