
Consider the cell phone. For us 
it’s essential, and what’s more, 
it’s everywhere. It is, in fact, 
hard for people in developed 
markets to remember what 
it was like not to be available 
24/7. The ability to reach any-
one, anytime, from absolutely 
anywhere has become a given. 
BlueToothed or iPhoned, the 
connected yet very private (or 
at least self-absorbed) world of 
the cell phone could very well be 
the quintessential expression of 
Western culture. 

Yet in much of the rest of the 
world, where even clear, accessi-
ble landlines are more of a plan 
than a reality, mobile telephony 
is starting to have an impact. 
Clearly, it’s a huge economic 
opportunity for the industry. But 
there’s more to entering these 
markets than throwing up a net-
work of towers. Before you get 
the product in people’s hands, 
it’s essential to understand the 
culture. 

Cultures are complex and 
dynamic systems, moved by 
often contradictory forces. 
Looking only at the dominant 

characteristics of a culture—as 
more than a few companies have 
done in failed attempts at cross-
cultural marketing—is a bit like 
the Indian story of several blind 
men describing an elephant (“It’s 
a wall!” “It’s a tree!” “No, it’s a 
snake!”). 

So when going from a cell-
phone-rich environment to one 
that is cell-phone poor, mobile 
phone designers need to throw 
out everything they thought 
they knew about their product—
and about culture. Instead, they 
have to look carefully at how 
people actually use cell phones 
in a particular emerging mar-
ket. What they will find—as 
will designers of every type of 
product and service—are rich 
opportunities for value-added 
solutions that lie in the gaps 
between cultural ideal and cul-
tural practice.

To get a better idea of how 
this sort of research works in the 
cross-cultural design process, 
let’s look at three scenarios from 
an emerging market. In each 
of these stories from India, a 
Western product creates tension 

and exposes tensions within 
Indian culture itself. 

An Indian Cell Phone  
in Three Acts
I. Amar nudges his front door open 
as quietly as he can—only to find 
his parents sitting in the living 
room, pretending to watch television. 
They’d told him to be home from the 
party by 10 p.m., and it’s midnight. 
He’s in trouble, all right, but missing 
his curfew is the least of the 17-year-
old’s worries right now.

Amar is his parents’ pride and 
joy. They’ve already arranged a 
“suitable” marriage for him. He 
was allowed to go to the party only 
on the condition that he bring his 
father’s cell phone and make himself 
available at all times. In his rush 
to get home, he forgot to erase the 
12 calls and nine text messages he 
placed that evening—all of them 
to one person, his secret girlfriend, 
Leena.

The late hour may actually work 
in Amar’s favor. His father might 
just forget about the phone and ask 
for it in the morning. It’s his only 
hope. He can’t let his father find out 
about their relationship...
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II. Newlyweds Deepa and Saurabh 
recently moved to Mumbai. Deepa is 
captivated with the idea of creating 
a home like those of the “beautiful 
people” she’s always reading about in 
glossy magazines. Saurabh, a prac-
tical engineer, is not one to spend 
money on interior decoration. So 
Deepa creates her fantasy home with 
her own money, saved from before 
her marriage. When he asks how 
much she’s spent, she usually lies. 

One day, Deepa goes to a close-
out sale in Mumbai’s fashionable 
Bandhni district and gets a great 
deal on beautiful rugs and wallpaper. 
The prices are so low that, ironically, 
she ends up spending more than 
she’d planned. But then at least 
Saurabh will never know how much. 

Suddenly, Deepa freezes. She’s 
just remembered that whenever she 
uses her credit card, her bank sends 
an instant message to her cell phone 
detailing transactions as a security 
measure. And she lent Saurabh her 
cell phone this morning because his 
was being repaired. At that very 
moment he could be reading how 
much she spent on decoration today, 
and worse yet, how much she’d actu-
ally been spending over the months...

III. Young Raju lives with his 
mother, sister, younger brother, 
grandparents, two aunts, and five 
cousins in Kunjipur, a large rural 
village in the northern state of Uttar 

Pradesh. Like many men from the 
region, Raju’s father and two uncles 
support their families by working 
in the Middle East. Most houses in 
Kunjipur don’t have landline phones, 
nor do Kunjipuris own cell phones. 
There is one public phone booth in 
the village square. 

The family has just received some 
interesting cards from the bank, one 
for his mother and one for each of his 
aunts. Raju’s father had explained 
that these cards, which hardly 
anyone in the village had ever seen 
before, much less used, would enable 
them to get money from the state 
bank whenever they needed it. The 
family will no longer have to wait 
for Raju’s father and uncles to risk 
bringing cash with them on their 
long trips back home. 

As the only literate member of the 
household, Raju is entrusted with the 
cards. The accompanying letters tell 
him that there is a number he needs 
to have, a “PIN,” before they can use 
the cards. At that moment “Postman 
Uncle” rides up on his bicycle. The 
affable mail carrier is like a member 
of the family. Since Raju had learned 
to read, Postman Uncle no longer has 
to write letters for the family, but he 
now carries with him a mobile phone 
as part of a new government cam-
paign for villages with inadequate 
landlines. 

Postman Uncle dials Raju’s father 

and hands Raju the phone. Raju’s 
father tells him that for security, he’ll 
send a text message with the PIN 
numbers. Voila! A series of numbers 
appears for each card. 

Raju feels like a maharaja with 
his three cards. All three families 
now depend on him to get the money 
from the bank. What power! His 
mind whirls with at the possibili-
ties: Perhaps his mother and aunts 
will give him a small gratuity for 
the service, or maybe, just maybe, 
he should simply take it for himself. 
Meanwhile, Postman Uncle pedals on 
to the next house, puffed up with a 
sense of pride and importance. His 
cell phone had been the conduit to 
important information that enabled 
groundbreaking new technology. 
When he shows all the neighbors the 
numbers Raju’s father sent, everyone 
will know how important a person 
Postman Uncle really is…

Individualism, Collectivism and 
the Mobile Paradox
Plunged into the mobile-phone 
revolution, the characters in 
these stories have run smack 
into their own culture’s domi-
nant characteristics. 

In India, as in most of Asia, 
society, groups, and families are 
valued over individual members. 
Space, objects, and technology 
are very often shared. Social sci-
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entists have dubbed this tenden-
cy “collectivism.” It’s one of the 
primary dimensions they use to 
“measure” cultures. According 
to a ranking based on organiza-
tion theorist Geert Hofstede’s 
cultural dimensions, the U.S. is 
the world’s most individualistic 
culture [1]. And it was American 
product designers, coincidentally 
or not, who came up with the 
mobile phone.

The cell phone would seem 
to represent a whole slough of 
contradictions for India. It’s a 
device from an individualist 
design context, transplanted into 
a fundamentally collectivist cul-
ture, that atomizes society while 
facilitating communication. 

Those contradictions haven’t 
stopped Indians from signing up 
for the service, though—cultural 
ideals never stood much of a 
chance in the case of culture 
versus phone. As this article was 
being written, India surpassed 
the U.S. to become the world’s 
second largest mobile network. 
The Indian government has 
targeted 500 million telephone 
users by 2010 [2]. 

Culture Strain: Saying One 
Thing and Doing Another
Culture itself changes. New 
ideas and new technologies are 

always coming down the pike, 
and history has borne witness 
to the geopolitical and techno-
logical shifts that have radically 
changed society in Japan, China, 
and Russia. At the inflection 
point of change is what we 
define as “culture strain,” where 
the gap between what ought to 
be and what is creates tension—
and critical opportunities for 
design solutions.

Take for example the huge 
popularity of Indians using 
headsets with their mobile 
phones or mp3 players. It’s an 
expression of the desire for pri-
vacy, the wish to be able to have 
one’s own space, outside the 
stranglehold of the collective, 
in which to assert individual 
identity.

The culture strain in this case 
is the tension between a cultural 
ideal that does not value privacy 
(given the collectivist nature of 
society) and the cultural prac-
tice today of people wanting to 
assert their individuality, even if 
in a subtle way. The innocuous 
mp3 player or mobile phone now 
allows members of a family to 
maintain their collectively/hier-
archically determined entertain-
ment routine while each person 
indulges his or her own enter-
tainment wish list in a way that 

is only minimally in your face.
The critical disjuncture where 

tension is strongest between cul-
tural ideals and cultural practice 
is where designers can find ideas 
for products people are really 
going to need—and use.

In a society in which cell 
phones are widely shared, Amar 
would have given anything for a 
more surefire way of keeping call 
and message logs private. If you 
asked Deepa, she’d want to see 
a more secure way of accessing 
text messages. And even Raju’s 
technologically illiterate family 
will soon have strong opinions 
on the subject—they’ll call for 
better authentication protocols 
and even an auto-delete feature 
for text messages.  

The key question, then, is how 
do designers find out this stuff? 
How do they discover where, 
when, and how culture strain is 
occurring? 

Ultimately, it’s happening 
inside the heads and hearts of 
the Amars, Deepas, and Rajus. 
Now in the West, when we want 
to find out what a target user 
is thinking and feeling, we trot 
out surveys and focus groups, 
in-depth interviews, observa-
tions, and talk-aloud testing. But 
canonical as these methods are 
in the industry, emerging mar-

[1] Allik, Jüri and Anu 
Realo. “Individualism-
Collectivism and 
Social Capital.” Journal 
of Cross-Cultural 
Psychology, 35, no. 1 
(2004): 29-49. 

[2] “India Becomes 
2nd Largest Mobile 
Market in the World.” 
TheHinduBusinessLine.
com April, 26, 2008. 
<http://www.the-
hindubusinessline.
com/2008/04/26/sto-
ries/2008042651040400 
.htm>
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kets tend to expose their limita-
tions: the biases and assump-
tions built in to the design of the 
surveys. As ethnographer and 
anthropologist Genevieve Bell 
says, there are “things people 
don’t even know how to tell you, 
things you don’t know how to 
ask about,” that get missed in 
interviews [3]. 

Would a Western marketer 
ever have conceived of a prob-
lem like the one Raju’s family 
faced? Probably not. But more 
even than content orientation, 
research methods need to be 
adapted to the very different 
styles of communication in the 
cultures of emerging markets. 

Failing to Ask  
the Million-Dollar Question
It’s easy for researchers to be 
misled if they don’t make their 
subjects comfortable enough to 
give honest, unguarded answers. 
For instance, with greater sensi-
tivity to hierarchy and subtext, 
Asian users generally require 
more context in communication. 
They can also be particularly 
averse to making negative com-
ments. But if companies fail to 
get the proper information, they 
may fail to launch. 

With marketing research 
indicating that a shift in taste is 

leading Japanese to add Western 
foods into their diet, French 
food-manufacturing conglom-
erate BSN targeted Japan as 
a priority market for its line 
of yogurt. After conducting a 
market survey, BSN invested in 
an expensive product launch, 
only to find that sales were well 
below expectations. BSN con-
ducted a follow-up study in an 
effort to identify the problem. 
It discovered that the ques-
tions on the survey were not 
nuanced or “Japanese” enough 
for the Japanese. Too simplistic, 
they failed to garner accurate 
responses. The Japanese were 
also reluctant to answer “no” 
to any question, or to tell the 
interviewers that they didn’t like 
eating with a Western spoon 
because that wouldn’t have been 
polite. 

BSN couldn’t get inside the 
heads (or taste buds) of its 
“users,” so the data on the size 
and potential of the Japanese 
market on which BSN spent so 
much money was completely 
invalid [4].

Fomabo Buildings, a Dutch 
company, targeted the expand-
ing, industrializing Malaysian 
market to expand its line of 
European-style, prefabricated 
housing. Test showings got a 

very positive response. However, 
post-launch sales were, again, 
disappointing. There were 
several factors behind the fail-
ure; one turned out to be the 
design of the product. Once the 
Malaysians moved in, they found 
out that unlike their traditional 
wood houses, these houses need-
ed boring tools for the hanging 
of pictures or other decorations 
on the reinforced concrete walls. 
More tellingly, the general “feel-
ing” of the new homes wasn’t as 
comfortable to the Malaysians 
as that of the more culturally 
resonant Malay wood houses. 
The failure of initial surveys and 
interviews to elicit that critical 
response from test users was 
a big reason why Fomabo was 
forced out of the Malaysian mar-
ket [5].

Shooting the Culture Gap 
The dichotomy between cultural 
ideals and cultural practices can 
be intensely complex. If culture 
can be likened to a river, then 
dominant-culture communica-
tion barriers and hidden, coun-
ter-cultural urges form eddies 
that make emerging-market 
launches a challenging ride. 

For instance, it’s not really a 
surprise that the cell phone is 
as popular as it is in India, or 

[3] Bell, Genevieve. 
“Insights into Asia: 19 
Cities, 7 Countries, 
2 Years—What 
People Really Want 
from Technology.” 
Technology@Intel 
Magazine (2004).

[4] Doole, I. and R. 
Lowe. International 
Marketing Strategy. 3rd 
ed. London: Thomson 
Learning, 2001.

[5] Dalgic, Tevfik 
and Ruud Heijblom. 
“Educator Insights: 
International Marketing 
Blunders Revisited-
Some Lessons for 
Managers.” Journal of 
International Marketing, 
4, no. 1 (1996): 81-91.
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anywhere in Asia, or, for that 
matter, in developing markets 
around the world. It enables 
communications and strength-
ens social connections—both 
dominant cultural character-
istics. It’s also the cheapest fix 
possible to an inadequate land-
line infrastructure.  

Yet the cell phone also enables 
counter-culture behavior. To pick 
but one example, mobile phones 
have made it possible for women 
to connect with and talk to any-
body, anywhere, in private. That 
kind of freedom is quite radical 
for women in many South Asian 
cultures. But since it’s a natural 
byproduct of something that’s 
meeting the requirements of 
the dominant culture, this new 
empowerment of women is qui-
etly becoming part of the social 
ecology. 

Television is another prevalent 
technology that addresses both 
mainstream and countercul-
tural tendencies. In the U.S. and 
China, watching TV together is 
often the primary “group activi-
ty” for families, perhaps because 
it lends a sense of collectivism 
within the dominant individual-
ist environment. The average 
Indian family, on the other hand, 
uses TV to escape their domi-
nant collectivist dominant order. 

They thrive on films and soap 
operas in which characters rebel 
against the established societal 
order.

Products that can meet both 
mainstream and countercultural 
requirements without rocking 
the boat too much are going to 
be winners in emerging markets, 
generally speaking. And while 
they’re at it—with a look back 
at our three Indian scenarios—
designers would be well served 
to make those products easy 
to use, both in their collectiv-
ist, dominant-culture mode and 
their individualist, countercul-
tural mode. 

For members of an emerging 
economy, dynamism—the explo-
sive growth of a thriving market 
and a technological infrastruc-
ture that changes almost daily—
coexists with the timelessness of 
an ancient culture. Life is lived 
in a kind of dual reality, in which 
choices must be made every day 
between ever more divergent 
sets of cultural requirements. 

As an agent of change, the 
technology designer must bridge 
that divide, to make possible 
a life supported by the best of 
both worlds rather than one 
spent serving the demands of 
each. As the Scottish journalist 
James Cameron says when he 

sees a changing India:
“I like the evening in India, 

the one magic moment when the 
sun balances on the rim of the 
world, and the hush descends, 
and ten thousand civil servants 
drift home on a river of bicycles, 
brooding on Lord Krishna and 
the cost of living [6].” 
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