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Cultural Dimensions of Website Design and Content
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ABsTRACT  The proposition that the technology of the Internet and Web offers a basis for
culturally-neutral, computer-mediated communication was tested through a content analysis
of 100 Mainland Chinese and American websites. It was found that the tools of the Internet
and Web were neither fully neutral nor fully specific to the websites’ ‘home’ cultures. Cultural
hybridisation and diffusion of innovation are suggested as alternative explanations.

Keywords: websites, website design, website content, China, United States,
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Introduction

Ess and Sudweeks find four general assumptions in the many predictions of a future
world reshaped by the Internet.! Among these assumptions, one offers a promising
starting point for the study of the cultural contours of sites on the Web. This
assumption says that the technologies of the Internet and Web—’the computer
codes, interfaces, etc.—are culturally neutral [tools], ones that allow transparent
communication between all cultures’.? It implies that the characteristics of websites
produced by a communicator’s use of these tools could be culturally neutral too, in
the sense of not reflecting the signature traits of any specific national or sub-
national culture. Culturally non-specific website design and content presumably
would help make Web-based communication universally understandable. Commu-
nication would be transparent because the technologies that make cyberspace
possible also homogenise the design and content characteristics of websites.

However, few studies of Web-based communication have looked at the cultural
dimensions of website design and content. Most presume culturally-specific website
differences. This study approaches the topic from the opposite direction: it rests on
the assumption of culturallyneutral website attributes. The validity of this
assumption is explored through a comparative content analysis of websites from the
United States and the People’s Republic of China. If the assumption holds, the sites
will not reflect the cultural distinctiveness of their home countries.
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Past Studies

Evidence from the emerging body of literature on the cultural dimensions of
website design and content attributes cuts both ways on the assumption of
culturally-neutral, Web-based communication. Some have found design and
content similarities between different countries’ websites. Some have found design
but not content differences. And some have gone the other way. The picture is, in
a word, inconclusive. For example, Yoon and Cropp found that 20 South Korean
and 20 American national-brand product websites did not differ significantly when
compared on culture-based measures of advertising content.”> The sites’ design
structures—their use of graphics, animated content and hyperlinks—differed in
one way only. The South Korean sites typically offered a link to digitised video of
the products’ television commercials, a feature that none of the American sites
offered. Likewise, Oh, Cho and Leckenby found a single, substantial difference
between the 50 American and 50 South Korean brand-product websites they
studied.? The advertisement content at the American sites was more informative, a
quality the researchers defined as a signature American trait. But the sites were
indistinguishable by country when compared by the creative strategies and appeals
of their advertisement content, and their use of selected Web technologies. ‘[Our]
study’, Oh et al. concluded, ‘overall suggests that the Internet is a global medium
through which communication with people all over the world is possible, i.e., the
Internet crosses different cultures and languages’.’

Ju-Pak also looked at brand-product advertisements at websites from the United
States and South Korea, and included Web advertisements at sites based in the
United Kingdom as an added point of comparison.® There was one country-specific
design difference between the 310 advertisements Ju-Pak sampled. Web advertise-
ments from South Korea were likely to carry more hyperlinks than advertisements
at websites in the US and UK. But the persuasive appeal of the Web advertisements
and their use of certain product and sales information cues varied substantially by
home culture, as represented by the advertisements’ countries of origin.

Something of the reverse was found by Sackmary and Scalia, who compared
the websites of 46 US and Mexican companies.” The sites were designed
differently. The American companies made greater use of such features as
website search engines, online product catalogues and Web-enabled animation.
However, the sites’ content was equivalently neutral to their ‘home culture’. That,
for Sackmary and Scalia, was evidence of an ‘emerging transnational Web
[communication] style’® that avoids culture-specific language and images. On the
other side of the ledger, Halavais found that when webmasters hyperlink their
sites to other websites, ‘national cultures continue to exert substantial influence
on how these connections are made’.? Halavais looked at 4,000 websites based in
more than 15 countries and followed the hyperlinks that would take the sites’
visitors ‘off site’. The off-site destinations typically were other websites in the
referring sites’ home countries.

National cultures also appear to influence the perceptions of Internet users for
website design and content, according to an experiment by Fink and Laupase.'’
Sixty Malaysian and Australian subjects were exposed to eight actual retail and
service-industry websites operating from Malaysia or Australia, or both. Differences
attributable to culture were noted for four of the websites: the Australians tended
to give higher ratings to the Australia-only sites and the Malaysians tended to do the
same for the Malaysia-only sites. Fink and Laupase reported that their data support
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as well as contradict the conventional wisdom that Australians are culturally
oriented towards explicit and Malaysians towards implicit communication.

Research Hypotheses

Studies of the cultural shadings of website attributes have to date focused mostly on
brand-product advertising, but that is a small slice of Web-based communication.
They have also focused mostly on comparing the United States and South Korea,
but that affords only a narrow view of the cultural dimension of website design and
content characteristics. Also, the United States, United Kingdom, South Korea and
Mexico, and Australia and Malaysia, arguably are more alike than different on the
broad economic and political dimensions of national culture.!! Their national
economies are based on free-market capitalism and their political systems are based
on representative democracy, although that is debatable in some cases. It is
probable that such cultural proximities, as well as geographic proximities between
Australia and Malaysia and the United States and Mexico, bring confounding
variables into cross-cultural studies of website design and content. One way to
overcome this probability would be to compare the design and content
characteristics of websites in countries that are more distant in cultural terms. The
United States and the People’s Republic of China are useful choices.

Hall notes that ‘for anthropologists, culture has long stood for the way of life of
a people, for the sum of their learned behaviour patterns, attitudes, and material
things’.!? He goes on to define ‘culture’ as the particular ways that individuals living
collectively, as a society, go about organising their lives, thoughts and beliefs and
expectations for family, the state, economic systems, interpersonal relationships
and so on. Based on these definitions, China and America are culturally distant.
They sit at opposing poles on the political spectrum. China is the world’s largest
communist country; it also is one of the few remaining communist countries: the
United States is the world’s leading democracy. China’s efforts to open itself to
world capitalism make it the world’s largest developing economy. America, the
bastion of free-market capitalism, is the world’s largest developed economy: China’s
dominant national culture is seen as representing Eastern-Asian values, which are
often contrasted starkly with Western-American social norms.'?

At the governmental level, the two countries have different philosophical
approaches to Web-based communication. Ostensibly, it is tightly controlled in
China, but is largely free of governmental interference in the United States.'*
Moreover, the Internet is just now taking root in China, although it is growing
rapidly despite barriers to its diffusion.'® In contrast, the Internet was pioneered in
the United States, and both it and the Web were popularised and commercialised
there as well.'® Nearly 60% of the American population but only about 3% of
China’s population are online, sending, receiving, uploading and downloading
messages and information through the Internet and Web.!” One-third of the
world’s estimated 147 million websites are based in the United States, but China is
responsible for less than 1% of them.'®

However, the assumption of culturally-neutral, Web-based communication
would effectively erase these differences in American and Chinese national culture
and Internet diffusion. Presumably, the design and content characteristics of
websites based in America and China should be much the same. The assumption,
with some support from past studies of the cultural contours of website design and
content, suggests the following hypotheses:
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@ HI: There will be little to no cross-cultural difference in the design character-
istics of American and Chinese websites.

® H2: The content characteristics of American and Chinese websites will not differ
substantially by ‘home culture’.

Methodology

Data were collected from US-based and China-based websites judged to be the most
popular Web destinations in 2000 for Internet users in the two countries. The
Chinese sites were selected from a list that the China Internet Network Information
Center (CNNIC) produced from its survey of 245,680 Internet users in Mainland
China.' The US sites were selected from the 100Hot list produced from a survey
of 100,000 Internet users in the United States.?’ Both lists were culled of ‘foreign’
websites, those that are not based exclusively in America or China. For example,
Yahoo.com and Download.com were listed by CNNIC as popular Web destinations
for Chinese Internet users. Both sites were excluded from analysis because neither
site is ‘home ported’ in China. This effort yielded a final sample of 100 websites: 50
Chinese and 50 American. With the exception of Microsoft in the United States,
the top 10 sites in each country were Internet companies. The rest of the top sites
included a strong presence of Internet, entertainment and technology
companies.

The unit of analysis was the homepage, defined as the first page or computer
screen of information that a viewer sees when accessing a website. Some sites open
with fairly sparse introductory pages that offer to hyperlink visitors ‘inside’ to
second, or main, information pages. In these cases, the second page was treated as
the site’s homepage. Basic website content and design attributes were selected for
analysis, considering the exploratory nature of this study. They were also selected
for their fit with generalised differences between the dominant national cultures of
the United States and China. Giving a cultural dimension to the variables arguably
allows for a more convincing test of the assumption of culturally-neutral, Web-based
communication. In other words, to determine the absence of something, one first
must look for its presence.

Content Measures

Three measures of website content characteristics were identified based on the
‘individualism/collectivism’ and ‘time orientation’ categories of Hofstede’s typol-
ogy of national-culture traits.?! One measure was labelled ‘personalisation’, this
being the presence or absence of homepage content that contained such
personalising words as ‘I’, ‘my’, ‘you’ and ‘your’. The other two measures were
labelled ‘organisational history’ and ‘organisational achievements’. A website could
be said to reflect a past-time orientation if it tells visitors about the history and
achievements of its organisational sponsor.

In general, collectivist cultures emphasise the needs, values and goals of the
group or collective and the reverse distinguishes individualistic cultures.?? While
neither trait is exclusive to the United States or Mainland China, individualism
commonly is taken to be a defining characteristic of America’s dominant national
culture and collectivism is typically seen as a signature trait of China’s national
culture.?? Also, Chinese culture commonly is taken to emphasise ‘tradition, history,

[and] past accomplishments’,?* or a past-time orientation. American culture is
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commonly taken to be future-oriented; it generally emphasises what could or will
happen instead of what has already happened.?

Design Measures

Four of the six measures of the websites’ design structure could be related to a
presumed cultural predisposition for or against ‘informativeness’. In their study of
Web advertising, Oh et al. defined ‘informativeness’ as the quantity of information
that a sender chooses to communicate to a receiver. They attached a cultural
dimension to this through Hall’s conception of high-context and low-context
communication cultures.?® Broadly, Americans are typically considered to be low-
context communicators and Chinese high-context communicators.?” Low-context
communication is direct and explicit. Information and meaning are conveyed
principally in the message. High-context communication is indirect and ambig-
uous. Information and meaning are conveyed principally in the context of the
communication. Low-context communicators are presumably more likely to show a
heightened sense of ‘informativeness’, the idea being that more messages—hence,
a large quantity of information—makes for better communication.

Adapting information theory to the study of website design offers another way
to measure ‘informativeness’. This theory ‘involves the quantitative study of signals
sent from senders to receivers’.?® On the Web, those signals are represented by the
volume of information, measured in kilobytes, that is sent from a Web page to a
visitor’s Web browser. Moreover, website search engines, help functions and site
maps provide visitors with venues for retrieving more information than any given
Web page holds. They are tools for ‘informativeness’. As such, their presence is
more likely at websites produced from low-context communication cultures.

Low- and high-context communication can also be linked to the last two design-
structure measures—animated content and floating banners, which are advertise-
ments that literally float across the Web page in an attempt to attract the viewer’s
attention. Animated content and floating banners can be connected to low- and
high-context communication through the concepts of monochronism and poly-
chronism. In general, people who focus their time one task at a time are said to be
monochronic, and people who focus on many tasks simultaneously are said to be
polychronic.?? Monochronics in a broad sense place importance on keeping to
schedules, on not wasting time; polychronics typically do not show such an acute
sense of the passage of time. Low-context cultures tend to be monochronic and
high-context cultures tend towards the polychronic.®® Floating banners and
content that scrolls, changes colour, expands, contracts, winks or bounces would
seem to confront website visitors with many cognitive tasks to process simultane-
ously. Polychronics could be attracted to this kind of augmented content, but
monochronics could find it disorienting. As such, it is likely that animated content
and floating banners would be more prevalent at websites originating in
polychronic cultures.

Coders

Two of the authors, both bilingual, postgraduate marketing students and citizens of
Mainland China, applied the study’s coding protocols to the websites. They worked
on the same days and started at about the same time of day. They accessed the sites
through the Internet Explorer 4.0 Web browser and the same university Internet
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connection. Each site was coded once on 10 May 2001. Krippendorff’s alpha
coefficient for dichotomous data was used to gauge intercoder agreement beyond
chance.?® The two coders coded 10% of the websites—five American and five
Chinese—as a final check on their reliability. They were in perfect agreement on
the organisational achievement content variable, and on all five design-structure
variables. They agreed in 79% of their coding judgements for the personalisation
content variable. Agreement dipped to 75% on the organisational history content
variable. The widely accepted minimum for intercoder agreement is 80%,?
although a somewhat lower threshold can be permitted for exploratory
studies.”

Results

Choice of language was one immediately apparent difference between the websites.
The Chinese sites displayed their content using the Chinese ideogram character
alphabet. Content at the American sites was in English. However, Sackmary and
Scalia discount language as a noteworthy cultural difference between websites.**
They note that even though Spanish was the language of choice for content at the
Mexican sites they studied, most also provided English translations that were
identical in intent and meaning. Cross-culturally, the American and Chinese
websites differed to statistically significant degrees on three of the six design-
structure measures and on all three of the content measures. These findings
generally match those of Ju-Pak, who reported that US and South Korean Web
advertisements tended to be similar in design, but vastly different in terms of
content attributes.*

In this study, site search engines, site-map schematics and ‘help’ functions were
present to equivalent degrees at the Chinese and American websites. However, the
data show that these relatively simple Web tools were not widely provided. Most of
the 50 Chinese and 50 American sites were equipped with a search engine, as Table
1 reports. Slightly over half in each country offered their visitors some sort of help
in navigating or otherwise using the sites. Somewhat more than one-third offered
a site map. Animated content and floating banners arguably represent more
distracting or intriguing website design features. Their presence or absence
separated the Chinese and American sites to statistically important degrees.
Animated content was present at all 50 Chinese sites, but at fewer than half of the
American sites (chi?=36.986, df 1; p<0.0001). Floating banners were observed at
Chinese sites only (chi®=20.482, df 1; p<0.0001).

The file size of the websites’ home pages was measured by the AtWeb evaluation
software.?® This effort found that the Chinese sites carried the larger home-page
file size. Home pages at the American sites averaged 92 kilobytes in size, compared
with 152 kilobytes for the Chinese website home pages. A one-way ANOVA showed
this to be a statistically significant difference between the sites (F[1,58] =4.476,
$<0.039). Support for HI is mixed. The hypothesis predicted few to no design
differences between the Chinese and American websites, and that was the case in
terms of website search engines, site maps and help functions. But the websites also
were convincingly distinct on the culture-based measures of animated content,
floating banners and home-page file size. It is, in other words, a glass half full vs. a
glass half empty proposition.

The data were more definitive for the second hypotheses. H2 predicted that
content characteristics would not differ substantially across the two sets of
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Table 1. Design-structure attributes present at websites (%)

US websites Chinese websites
N =50 N =50 Chi? significance
Search engine 68.0 82.0 nsd
Site map 32.0 36.0 nsd
Help function 52.0 58.0 nsd
Animated content 46.0 100.0 $<0.0001
Floating banner 0 34.0 $<0.0001

websites. This was not the case, as Table 2 shows. The culturally-neutral tools of
the Web did not yield culturally-neutral content as it was assumed they would, at
least judging by the content measures this study used. ‘Personalisation’ was a
significantly more prevalent characteristic of American website content than of
Chinese website content (chi®=19.385, df 1; p<0.0001). This finding is compat-
ible with presumed national culture differences: broadly, American culture
emphasises individualism and that translates as personalisation in communica-
tion. American culture is also less past-oriented, which could explain why the
Chinese websites were more likely to provide organisational history content
(chi?=19.841, df 1; p<0.001). None of the American sites offered ‘organisational
achievements’ content (chi?=8.696, df 1; p=0.003). Only Chinese sites provided
this sort of past-oriented content.

Conclusions

The tools of the Web can be considered culturally neutral in and of themselves, but
the communicators who wield them are not. Communication—whether it is mass
mediated, interpersonal or nonverbal—is inseparable from culture: each shapes
and is shaped by the other.3” This implies that the Web’s tools lose their cultural
neutrality through the culture-bound ‘who’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ of their use. However,
the findings of this study suggest, in an admittedly limited way, that Web-based
communication is neither fully neutral nor specific to culture. Differences in design
and content characteristics were found at the Chinese and American websites,
although they were more pronounced for content. On the one hand, these
differences in cyberspace could be plausibly explained by dissimilarities between
the national cultures of the sites’ home countries. The sites design similarities, on
the other hand, could be seen as offering some support to the assumption of
culturally non-specific Web-based communication.

Table 2. Content attributes present (%)

US websites Chinese websites
N = 50 N = 50 Chi? significance
Personalisation 86.0 44.0 $<0.0001
Organisational history 8.0 48.0 $<0.0001

Organisational achievements 0 16.0 $=0.003
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An alternative explanation could be found in the literature on cultural
hybridisation and glocalisation. Hybridisation is the result of local communities
adapting to the forces of globalisation.?® Similarly, glocalisation is defined as ‘a
global outlook adapted to local conditions’.* Both presume that local commu-
nities essentially co-opt the foreign values, the culturally alien ways of doing things,
that globalisation brings to their doorsteps. Rather than resist or surrender to
globalisation, local communities incorporate imported cultural values into their
own way of doing things. They make them their own. Differences between the
American and Chinese websites could be interpreted in terms of the concepts of
hybridisation and glocalisation. In this light, they arise from local adaptations to the
forces of globalised communication. Thus, the tools of the Web are used in
culturally specific ways within the domestic cultures in which websites are created.
Web-based communication is not neutral to culture, nor is it likely to be a
progenitor of a cyber lingua franca, as Sackmary and Scalia argue.*’

This exploratory study is limited in that it tested only a handful of culture-based
variables on just the home page and looked at a relatively small sample of websites
in two countries. Future research should consider using a fuller array of design and
content variables, as well as a larger sample of sites spread over a larger number of
countries and cultures. Moreover, the larger home-page file size of the Mainland
Chinese websites seems at odds with the country’s under-developed Internet
infrastructure. Chinese Internet users typically use relatively low-speed modems,*!
and slow access speed—a modem and phone line issue—is a source of
dissatisfaction among Chinese Internet users.’? Large files would tend to
exacerbate these difficulties by funneling many kilobytes into narrow pipes. Why
this contradiction exists is an area worthy of future research and one that could be
fruitfully guided by theories on the diffusion of innovation.*?

Future research could also explore cultural differences in the number of
banner advertisements, the information they convey and the forms in which they
convey it. One example would be to test for cultural differences in high- and low-
context communication features embedded into the banner advertisements, and
the advertisements’ use of visual imagery and colour. Web design companies and
individuals—the people who design and maintain websites—would also make a
useful subject for future research on the influence of domestic culture on website
design and content characteristics. Such work could profit by using Feenberg’s
concept of technical codes,** which are defined as the ‘assumptions or social and
cultural [and economic] values that become manifest in technological design’.*> A
study of those designing the website could more precisely illuminate the forces—
cultural or other—that are at play in the factors that determine the design and
content of websites.
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