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Abstract. Emerging markets such as Brazil, Russia, and India are experiencing 
high growth in various sectors. Businesses and design teams that attempt to 
break into a market often have limited understanding of the market's ecosystem, 
and customers' day-to-day environment. This is largely due to low availability 
of secondary research about emerging countries, the teams' limited local pres-
ence, and the teams' limited personal experience with the country of interest. 
Teams with certain level of resources may partner with third-party local re-
search teams or travel to the country to conduct in-depth ethnographic research. 
While in-country ethnographic research brings multiple benefits, it can often be 
time-consuming and costly. In commercial/business environments, where time 
and resources are limited, gaining an understanding of an emerging market  
becomes a challenge. In this paper, we'll discuss and propose a process to con-
duct user research in emerging markets by applying Lean UX principles. The 
process will be illustrated using a case study, a cross-cultural research  
comparing U.S. and Russian e-commerce users' attitudes and behaviors. 
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1 Introduction 

In our specific business setup, we have one business unit focused on cross-border 
trade to support our users from many different countries, especially emerging mar-
kets. Our design and research teams are based in the U.S. and China. While we have 
extensive understanding and experience with U.S. and Chinese users, we have very 
little understanding of the emerging market users. We started our endeavor with a 
literature review of cultural values, symbols, and dimensions of those countries. 
However, as we started to plan the cross-cultural research, we were faced with several 
key challenges to resolve. 

1.1 Understanding a User Base in a Foreign Country 

The designers and researchers are not co-located in the same country as the users, and 
don't have first hand knowledge of the users' culture and behaviors. 

Unlike designing experiences for the U.S. and Chinese users, the designers and re-
searchers are not immersed in the daily lives of emerging market users, nor do they 
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understand the languages of those countries, such as Russian, Portuguese, and Span-
ish. As a result, they do not have first-hand participation in the observation of the 
users' online and offline shopping behaviors 

1.2 User Needs or a Still-evolving E-commerce Industry?  

In parallel to literature review, we also conducted peer site review of emerging mar-
kets home-grown e-commerce sites, in an effort to understand the users' online shop-
ping habits. We observed many of the common design elements on the sites resemble 
designs on U.S. e-commerce sites 7-10 years ago (e.g. flat category structure and 
presentation). In our research, we decided to investigate whether these design ele-
ments are driven by user needs, or simply a manifestation of a still evolving e-
commerce industry. 

1.3 Cannot Fully Follow the RITE Model 

In order to deliver designs in a timely manner in a fast-moving e-commerce market, 
we heavily employ Rapid Iterative Testing and Evaluation (RITE) when conducting 
research, where we can modify the prototype and test with users after each 2-3 test 
sessions, near real-time. When conducting research with Russia users, the designers 
will not be co-located with the users. As a result, they won't be able to observe user 
feedback real time and make changes to the prototype real time. 

1.4 Time Difference 

The research team and users are located in the U.S., and other countries, respectively. 
The time difference makes it challenging to interview users. 

1.5 Traveling Costs 

Many teams or organizations travel to the country of interest to conduct research. 
However, it's often costly in time and resources. 

1.6 Differences in Interactions with Users, Due to Cultural Differences 

Communication styles can be different for different cultures. Our observation re-
vealed that Russian users and U.S. users respond to interviews and interviewers in 
different ways. For example, female users in Russia may tend to be more agreeable to 
the interviewer when providing user feedback, rather than offering their true opinions. 
These differences often stem from cultural differences. 

In the Case Study section, we will discuss our research and design process, and 
how we applied Lean UX principles to resolve the challenges outlined. 
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Cultural Differences in Terms of Preferences and Satisfaction 

With globalization, it is crucial for companies to create flexible and adaptive design 
according to local markets. But with many companies, the luxury of having teams in 
those local markets or the opportunity to travel and perform in-depth user study is 
uncommon. As mentioned by Christiaans and Diehl [1], often times, teams from one 
culture or context often have to develop products to be used in a completely different 
culture. Thus, many global companies have begun developing methods and projects to 
study cross-cultural aspects. In their study, findings demonstrate the existence of cul-
tural differences in terms of preferences and satisfaction of interfaces and websites. 
Elements found were in regards to content, appearance, structure and navigation with 
differences in focus on authority, usage of color and abstract, symbolic or realistic 
images, the extent and depth of used structures, feedback about this structure, tone of 
voice and focus to individuals or groups of people etc. [1] 

2.2 Lean UX Principles 

Lean UX references Lean Startup method, which is the extension of Agile principles 
to include business principles in order to ensure methods for measuring and validating 
product and market fit [9]. In other words, it is the unification of product development 
and business aspects, through constant measurement and so-called “learning loops” 
(Build–Measure–Learn) [2] [3] [4] [8] [12] or according to Laugero, “think-make-
check” [8]. Essentially the collaboration between the user research and design team 
with focus on validating the business objective to ensure there is in fact a market for 
the product. This is not to be confused with Agile UX, which is the incorporation of 
UX Design methods to the Agile Software Methodology. Agile UX unites developers, 
user researchers and designers in the Agile process of product development [12].  

Elimination of Waste to Achieve Efficiency. Designing with Lean UX principles 
refers to searching for ways to provide great customer value with efficiency – in 
process, time, resource, cost – but without compromising product quality [4] [5] [11] 
[14]. In the Lean UX world, the key to efficiency is in the elimination or reduction of 
waste, which are “activities that consume resources, but serve no useful purpose from 
the point of view of the customer” [11]. As noted by Rohner [4] [10] and in the Lean 
UX manifesto [13], there is no point to use all possible user-centered design methods 
— rather only apply appropriate methods based on the questions aimed to answer and 
limitation based on available resources [4]. 

Design as Hypothesis. Lean UX methods changes the mindset of design from being 
beauty and perfection [2] [8] to being a hypothesis used for validating the business 
objective [2] [6] and recognizing it as an educated guess with the expectation of  
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change. As stated by Laugero, spend the time to think and figure out what you need to 
learn and what you can build to get the right answers [8], not what you build as the 
answer.  

Keeping the Design Process Flexible and Iterative. In the Lean UX world, design is 
no longer big and upfront with heavy specifications, but rather simplified and iterative 
to illustrate in the simplest form possible [2] the basic concept understandable by the 
user as highlighted in the manifesto, “nimble design over heavy wireframes, comps or 
specs” [13]. In other words, designing just enough – the Minimum Viable Product 
(MVP) – to use as a tool to gather validated information from actual users [4] [8]. 
Lean UX supports nimble prototypes and encourages the use of rapid prototyping and 
minimal documentation to allow the design to receive user feedback as early as possi-
ble [4]. 

Team Collaboration. Lean UX principle encourages team collaboration starting from 
incorporation of the process of design validation with the internal team before pro-
ceeding to validation from the user [2]. The removal of heavy documentation also 
promotes a collaborative environment through the need to review designs in real time 
with the team [6] instead of design and documentation by oneself and to be reviewed 
later by the team [13]. However, it must be noted that the act of eliminating or reduc-
ing documentation may not be relevant for situations when the team is not co-located 
[4] [8]. 

Gather Business Insights verses Usability Testing. As Ramsay [9] describes, Lean 
UX helps us overturn old approaches to research and measuring quality. Traditionally, 
research is done before or after the product is made but in the Lean UX model, re-
search is done throughout the product design and delivery process. As Gothelf [6] 
states, this changes the focus of the usability study to testing for value and viability of 
an idea to see if it is worth investing in rather than testing for the usability. Such early 
customer validation minimizes the risk in creating the wrong product [7] [8] [13] in 
addition to allowing business insights and requirements to emerge, change or be 
abandoned without wasting resources [4]. 

In summary, Lean UX principles adopt the following values as outlined in Vivia-
no’s Lean UX Manifesto [13]: 

• Early customer validation over releasing products with unknown end-user value 
• Collaborative design over designing on an island 
• Solving user problems over designing the next “cool” feature Measuring KPIs over 

undefined success metrics 
• Applying appropriate tools over following a rigid plan 
• Nimble design over heavy wireframes, comps or specs 
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3 Case Study: Applying Lean UX Principles 

With businesses moving global, teams from one culture or context often have to de-
velop products to be used in a completely different culture [1]. In addition, the need to 
reduce time-to-market and development cost is crucial in emerging markets to remain 
in the competitive landscape. Faced with these challenges, our designers and user 
researchers approach the project utilizing Lean UX principles working with Russian 
users. 

3.1 Design Process 

The decision to utilize Lean UX principles of business-savvy design, Minimum Via-
ble Product (MVP) and the Build-Measure-Learn cycles was invaluable in finding 
unique Russian design elements with a simplified design process. 

Design Discovery Phase. Tasked with the need to design both within a short time-
frame and the lack of same country co-location as the user, the comprehensive nature 
of traditional information gathering methods was inefficient or relevant. Peer site 
reviews in its entirety were too time consuming to accomplish. Full-scale competitive 
analysis were no longer relevant as designers were stripped of the sense of context 
and understanding to determine if the design elements were driven by user needs, or 
simply a manifestation of a still evolving e-commerce industry. 

The Need for Efficiency. Are there ways to simplify the design gathering process? 
Determination of the project’s bare-bone goals is needed to find the core features that 
matter most to the user. The determination will help specify whether there are ways to 
be lean and eliminate the “waste” in the information gathering process. Are there 
“good to know” information that do not impact the ultimate customer experience? Is 
reviewing all sections of the e-commerce site crucial in understanding the story or is it 
a luxury item? Are there specific features or sections of the website that can be fo-
cused on to represent the entirety of the site or is significantly impactful to accom-
plish the goal?  

Being Lean and Effective. The elimination of waste was accomplished through the 
recognition that our efforts can be centralized to one section within an e-commerce 
website that garners the most interaction, requires the most attention to detail from the 
user, and holds the most potential in displaying cultural preferences – the search re-
sults page within the fashion category. 

Challenges of Lack of Co-location. In cases like emerging countries, the polar ranges 
of design sophistication and maturation in e-commerce websites takes away the abili-
ty for designers in a different country to naturally diagnose standard components 
verses bad design. Moreover, the scarcity of available e-commerce sites and the un-
certainty of the user level of technological savviness pose as additional disturbances. 
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With that in mind, how to discern what factors within peer site reviews that will prove 
useful?  

Focus over Comprehensive. We determined the best approach was to stray from tradi-
tionally accumulating a list of features and diagnose its strength and weaknesses. We 
chose to keep it simple by pinpointing the repeating elements that were different from 
the U.S. and Russian markets, in an effort to understand Russian users' online shop-
ping habits. The assumption was that the repeating design elements would help us 
evaluate through user study whether the artifacts were a localized design component 
driven by user needs and preferences, or simply a manifestation of a still evolving  
e-commerce industry. 

Finding the MVP through Lightweight Prototyping 

Hypothesis Formulation. We observed many of the common design elements on the 
peer sites resemble designs on U.S. e-commerce sites 7-10 years ago: The flat catego-
ry structure and presentation. Extensive use in saturated color variations combined 
with greater intensity of movement stimulation through animation, etc. The discove-
ries were organized into relevant groups to formulate the stories and hypotheses as the 
basis of the prototype. 

Design as the Hypothesis. The design serves as the tool to solve these hypotheses, 
thus it was designed with the mindset of being flexible, iterative and the least-cost 
deliverable as possible. It was understood that the design goal is not the delivery of a 
final product with consideration in the creativity, quality, unification and feasibility of 
the design to integrate within our own website. The goal is to create a basic concept, 
the Minimum Viable Product, for users to easily visualize and understand in order to 
gather more tangible user input. Gather information about the viability of the idea 
and/or how to build the next step rather than testing the usability of these features.  

Internal or External Expertise and Validation. It is crucial to have team members that 
have experienced the culture and understands local user habits, whether internally or 
external to the organization. Their presence is key in bridging the design team that is 
not co-located with the users. Sharing of local experiences and habits during design 
review sessions or even sparking conversations of everyday life enriches the team 
with a context into the local experience. Internal colleagues may not have to be de-
signers or researchers, or even within the immediate team or office.  The importance 
of these internal and/or external resources is their roles as reference points and inter-
nal validations during design reviews to ensure the avoidance of cultural taboos and 
confusion from incoherent translations. 

Creation of the Prototype. A lightweight clickable prototype was produced to quickly 
blend the features and functionalities discovered during our peer site reviews. A copy 
of the category structure, content and refinement options were borrowed from existing 
Russian websites to be incorporated as features on the prototype. Pictures of Russian 
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models and multiple banner images were also borrowed and combined to create the 
product images and animated banners. As a result, the prototype composed of screen-
shots of the existing website with overlays of borrowed static images made clickable 
to illustrate the key functionalities that needed validation. The informal “copy and 
paste” nature made the building of the prototype very lightweight, increasing the time 
efficiency of the design-test cycle. 

Build-Measure-Learn Cycle: Modified RITE Model. The Build-Measure-Learn 
cycle was utilized in order to find the Minimum Viable Product. For that to happen, 
the initial prototype was constructed with rapid “experimental” iterative prototyping 
[4] [10] with the user feedback in mind in order to quickly adjust the design and gain 
the most relevant information. But due to the designers not being co-located with the 
users, inability to observe user feedback or make changes to the prototype real time 
became a challenge. The RITE (Rapid Iterative Testing and Evaluation) model and 
user study schedule had to be modified to accommodate this. Debriefs from local 
Russian researchers were scheduled after every 2-3 sessions to allow one working 
day, due to time difference, in between every 2-3 interviews for iterations. 

3.2 User Research 

Collaboration Between Designers and Local Researchers. Despite the challenge 
that the designers are not co-located with the users, we strived to find conduits to gain 
detailed knowledge about the Russian e-commerce users. Partnering with a locally-
based researcher who is familiar with the Russian culture and market (in this case a 
native Russian), the designers were able to gain detailed understanding about Russian 
users' habits, and iterate the designs to better fit their needs (such as payment habits). 
Without a local researcher, such detailed yet important habits might not have been 
uncovered. The partnership between local researchers and designers provided an effi-
cient way for us to design a user-centric experience, rather than designing in a silo.  

Leveraging Remote Testing Technology to Increase Efficiency and Effectiveness. 
Conducting qualitative research often results in various degrees of traveling, whether 
international or domestic, which can be costly in time and resources. Yet without 
being at the same location with the users during research sessions, it is often difficult 
to observe users' interaction with prototypes and follow up with questions real time. 
To overcome this challenge, in addition to partnering with a local researcher so the 
U.S. teams were not required to travel, we also employed remote testing technology 
to conduct the research sessions. Users are able to interact with the prototype via a 
screen sharing technology. Users logged into each session using their own computer, 
and were able to view and used the prototype that's running on the researcher's com-
puter. Users were able to carry out all operations, as if the prototype was running on 
their own computer. Meanwhile, the researcher was able to observe all of the users' 
actions, and followed up with questions via VOIP or telephone. Leveraging a remote  
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testing tool also allowed us to cover a wide geographic area in a vast country such as 
Russia, without incurring additional time and costs due to traveling. Technology has 
truly enabled our process to be Lean. 

Applying Interview Techniques to Account for Cultural Differences. Even when 
applying Lean, it is important to take caution with cultural differences when attempt-
ing to understand users in a foreign market. Users from different cultures often exhibit 
different communication styles and preferences. In the pursuit of efficiency and re-
duction of waste using Lean, it's tempting to execute research without taking the cau-
tion to integrate interview techniques when interacting and eliciting feedback from 
users of a different culture. Not accounting for cultural differences often compromises 
the reliability of the research. Hence it's important not to overlook cultural differences 
even when applying Lean. 

4 Conclusion 

The application of these Lean UX principles resulted in the ability to complete the 
project within a short timeframe compared to following the traditional process. The 
cost efficiency was considerable as the designers and researchers remain in the U.S. 
without international travel to conduct the study. In addition to the speed and cost 
effectiveness, resources were significantly saved as the need to produce full-fledge 
working pages and big upfront designs were not needed. With a simple prototype, the 
project was successful in validating the hypotheses and differentiating the design 
elements based on cultural differences verses the dynamics of an emerging e-
commerce market.  

Following the below guidelines resulted in the success of our project but it is im-
portant to consider them as references only. As noted in the Lean UX principles of 
“applying appropriate tools over following a rigid plan” [13], there are no set 
processes or formulas to follow, it is important to be flexible and adaptable to the 
relevancy of each specific project requirements and consider the need in adjustments 
based on the team skill sets and setup. As in our project, we combined and used only 
relevant portions of the Lean UX principles. 

4.1 Guidelines in Applying Lean UX Principles in Understanding  
and Designing for Emerging Markets 

• Understand the project’s bare-bone business goals – what are the core features that 
will affect the customer? 

• Spend the time to figure out the fundamental strategy in forming the hypothesis. 
• Rather than designing the final deliverable on assumptions, treat it as the hypothe-

sis to gather user validation and the next steps to build on it. 
• Not sure on the savviness of users, it is best to start from the standard across sites 

rather than spend time guessing and assuming. 
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• Simplify the design process when possible. Borrow from existing local websites to 
test the viability for your own website and users. 

• Evaluate if there are opportunities to eliminate waste – be able to differentiate what 
is “good to have” verses the necessity in understanding the user story. 

• Strip the design to it’s bare minimum only as a tool to help the user visualize the 
concept and gather feedback on its viability rather than the usability. 

• Following the model of Build-Measure-Learn, build in rapid feedback cycle after 
2-3 research sessions. It's possible even with time zone differences. 

• Iterate designs and test plans as new learnings are obtained from users. Designs 
and test plans should be living documentation. 

• Partner with local researchers that have first-hand understanding of your user base 
if possible. 

4.2 Considerations in Applying Lean UX Principles in Non Co-located Teams 

How to Be Lean and Effective. While the elimination of written specifications are 
impossible in teams that are not co-located, the act of reducing can still be achieved 
despite the amount of efficiency not matching teams that are. The traditional use of 
heavy design documentation can be significantly minimized through the combination 
of simple clickable prototypes supplemented with written specifications for interac-
tions that cannot be visually represented. This integration of prototyping and docu-
mentation processes helps notably increase the time and cost efficiency. 

Build in Regular Verbal Communication Sessions. Non co-located teams do not 
enjoy the luxury of synchronous, spontaneous verbal communication as co-located 
teams do, when applying Lean UX.  It’s often through verbal communication that 
teams resolve differences and align their visions.  Verbal communication is especial-
ly important during periods when intense collaboration is needed, such as during pro-
totype design, and design-test cycle.  However, this does not mean that non  
co-located teams will not be able to apply Lean.  During periods of intense collabora-
tion, building in regular time for verbal communication allows team members to clari-
fy hypotheses, design intentions, and users’ explicit and implicit feedback.  In our 
experience, even though this may mean scheduling conference calls outside of normal 
working hours for a period of time, the verbal communication sessions greatly re-
duced misunderstanding, aligned the team members’ visions, and hence shortened the 
design and research cycles.  

Utilizing Time Zone Differences. Often times, non co-located teams are situated in 
different time zones. This would normally increase the turnaround time due to the 
increase in back-and-forth communication time. However, the efficiency in time can 
be obtained if correct combinations of roles and responsibilities can be determined. It 
is important to be able to separate tasks that require close collaboration verses tasks 
that can be done independently. Close collaboration tasks such as design and initial 
prototype construction should be done in co-located teams in order to save in commu-
nication cost. While tasks that can be done independently such as copy translations, 
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prototype edits, and locally-based research can be done in teams that are not co-
located. This arrangement opens up the opportunity to turn time zone differences into 
an advantage by allowing for round-the-clock project evolution as seen in our case 
study. 
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