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Abstract

The cultural diversity of users of technology challenges our methods for usability evaluation. In this paper we report from an ethnographic interview study of what is a part of a standard usability test in a company in Mumbai, India. Using structural and contrast questions, we do taxonomic and paradigm analysis. Initially we find that most parts of the usability test are not related to the interactive application that is tested, but to differences in user characteristics, test preparation, method, and location. Future work may identify cultural themes that can help interpret results from existing laboratory research in usability test methods. 
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Introduction

Culture plays an increasing role in discussions of information and communication technology. As of today, we do not have any formal methods to guide us in evaluating a product to a certain standard while being sensitive to cultural issues. Cultural usability tests are not yet established methods. In this paper we look at the methods that companies already use. 

In the past few years researchers have suggested paradigms for culture-specific Human-Computer interaction such as ‘cultural computing’ [8], ‘culturally sensitive IT’ [15], and ‘cultural usability’ [1, 13]. Attempts have been made to include cultural knowledge such as cultural dimensions [5], cultural factors [9], cultural constraints [7], and cultural models [4], in research into HCI in general, and into cultural usability specifically, e.g. [12, 14]. What is common is a focus on the diversity of users and use of technology around the globe, on social-cognitive approaches to usability (as opposed to psycho-physiological approaches) and on the utility of HCI. 

A major finding from the existing literature on cultural models in HCI is that there are differences in cultural models in the East (Asia) and in the West (USA, Europe). These differences imply the need for localized designs [5] and for local adaptations of usability evaluation procedures [10]. Specifically, empirical studies show that Chinese users adapt a more holistically approach to using software compared to European users [9]. This resembles the general finding from cultural psychology on human cognition that easterners are context focused, while westerners are object focused [6]. An example of this is that asked to report what is on a scene, easterners mention the background, while westerners report the focal objects. The cross cultural differences in cognition lead us to expect cross cultural differences in usability evaluation.

Here we study the following research questions. How does the practice of usability testing address cultural diversity for both the evaluator and the user? What is  part of a standard usability test in India?
Method
The study that we report in this paper is a part of a multi-site, cross-cultural, grounded theory field study of think aloud usability testing in seven companies in three countries (Denmark, China and India). The method in the study was a classical ethnographic interview [11] done as a follow up study in one of the companies one year after the first round of observation. 

The company is an Indian branch of an international usability consulting company. From our observations the year before of how the company ran a standard TA usability test, we had an initial ethnographic record consisting of videotaped tests, interviews with usability managers, evaluators, notetakers, and test users and notes from confronting the employees of the company with our observations. All of this we analyzed with grounded theory using Atlas.ti ® [2]. 

The initial ethnographic record helped us create a taxonomic and a paradigm analysis  [11] of what is a part of a usability test in this company. During two days of ethnographic follow up interviewing with our key informant from the year before, a usability evaluator with senior responsibility, we did a taxonomic analysis [11]:

1. Create network/set of codes related to the code ‘Usability test’ by a is-a-part-of relation.
2. Print a code hierarchy (a specific procedure in the software used in the analysis).
3. Ask the informant questions about each term (code) in the hierarchy: name, other of same kind, difference to others etc.

4. Do it for one sub domain at a time. 

5. Enter all the responses in the code hierarchy

6. Go back, change the network of codes accordingly

7. Iterate the process, if necessary

In the day 1 interview we created, adjusted and verified the taxonomy by asking the informant structural and contrast questions such as [11]:

· Is <x> a term (code) you would use? 

· Would most people here at <this company> usually use this <X> term?

· Is <Y> a part of <X>? Are there different parts of X? What other parts of <X> are there?

· Do you see any differences between <X .1> and <X.2>? and <x.1 >and <x.3>? (and so on)


The <X> term could for example be on the highest level of the taxonomy ‘usability test’ or on a lower level for example ‘inform participant’. 

On day 2 we created the paradigm by this procedure:

8. Place the first level of the taxonomy in a column in a worksheet.
9. Inventory all other codes related to “usability test” by other relations than is-a-part-of relations and place them as the top-row in the worksheet.
10. Prepare contrast questions such as “is moderating dependent on the test user’s age or gender?”

11. Conduct an interview with the informant to elicit needed data.
The final step in the classic ethnographic interview study is to use the analysis to discover general cultural themes. This is work-in-progress, and we report only on the initial taxonomic and paradigm analysis.

Initial data analysis and findings

The final taxonomy showed that 182 concepts are part of a standard usability test in the studied company. Of these, 23 were main concepts that had up to three sublevels. We exemplify two of these concepts in figure 1 and 2. Figure 1 shows that a part of a standard usability test is to make the participant (the test user) comfortable. The purpose is to get the user to ‘open up’ and varies in duration, depending on the user. It is also done to get users to think out loud in the proper way.
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Figure 1. Excerpt from taxonomy of usability testing, showing an entry: 'making participant being comfortable' and sublevels.
Figure 2 shows how moderation skills in a standard usability test concerns experience with moderating and skills related to the client’s application language.  One obvious concern is that the moderator should be able to speak the language of the user. 

The paradigm is shown in Figure 3. Several parts of the usability test depend on users’ diversity, e.g. greeting, compensation and thanks depend on the user’s gender: 
I may not have a handshake with a lady…

Figure 2. The ‘moderation skills’ part of the taxonomy.

The user’s age influences the greeting and how the moderator introduces the participant to the application:

Introducing that to older people requires a bit more explanation sometimes, this is how it is going to work, they are not very tech savvy as such…  

Very few parts of a usability test are related to the type of application. The compensation and thanks to participant may depend on the type of application being tested in specific cases such as with government sites. 

In US if your client is government agency you cannot give them compensation...I don’t know if it is the case in India…

Furthermore, the moderator skill level may depend on the type of application in case of safety critical applications.
If it is a complex application we would need experienced moderators…

Figure 3 furthermore shows that nearly all of the parts of the usability test depend on the test methods (formative or summative) and test location (testing in own lab, testing in foreign country, remote testing). Many parts of a usability test are considered during test protocol development, and some are considered during test user recruitment. Most of the parts of a usability test go into the final report. Though very few parts are directly related to consolidating the data and to the usability problems, more are relevant when it comes to presenting design recommendations.
Discussion and future work

The ethnographic interviews with the taxonomic and paradigm analysis indicate that a standard usability test in this Indian company is a complex affair. The initial analysis suggests that most parts of the usability test are not related to differences in the test application, but to differences in user characteristics, test method and location and test preparation. However, without comparing the taxonomy with similar taxonomies from other companies in other cultural settings, we cannot say if any of the parts of the Indian standard test are unusual. One candidate could be “making participant being comfortable”, as this focus on the emotional wellbeing of the test user may be more than we find in other companies in the world [2]. 
Compared to the current popular grounded theory approach, the real strength of the ethnographic approach is that the terms revealed are the informant’s own terms. Thus idiosyncrasies and tacit knowledge developed in the particular company can be revealed by our study. On the other hand, the informant may do his best to conform to some international standard or what 



he believes that he has learned during his formal education, i.e. he violate the interviewer’s need for a “non-analytic informant” [11, p52].  

The future work will focus on creating and comparing similar taxonomies and paradigms in a follow up of our studies in companies also in Copenhagen and Beijing. The aim will be to reveal subtle differences in what are parts of a usability test, as it is practiced in different contexts. This kind of knowledge from the field may provide a conceptual basis for interpreting the results of experiments and studies of usability test methods in laboratories.
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �3�. The paradigm for a usability test (parts and their relation to context).








