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Abstract. Much of the international focus at companies tends to be on 
localization.  Localization is critical to helping a company be a player in 
international markets, but strategic user research can play a significant role in 
driving the company’s international strategy, identifying and defining key 
opportunities.  The methods used in strategic research also need to go beyond 
localization in order to realize their full potential.  Properly “culturalized” 
research efforts can help a company reach beyond localization in several ways.  
This paper will explore how Adobe Systems has engaged in research to extend 
its offerings in geographies outside of the United States, and in particular it will 
draw from examples of activities and solutions for the Japanese market. 
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1   Introduction 

There are many ways to drive a company’s business via international opportunities in 
addition to localization: 

1. workflow and feature opportunities 
2. fundamentally different product 
3. new markets 
4. corporate strategy and window-on-the-future 

All of these approaches extend the business of a company.  Adobe localizes many 
of its products for Japan and other geographies.  In addition, Adobe also conducts 
research to identify distinct user needs and opportunities.   

1.1   Workflow and Feature Opportunities 

In our international user research we often uncover unique workflow and feature 
opportunities within our existing products.  For example, Adobe recently created a 
hanko (approval stamp) feature within Acrobat for the Japanese market.  Hanko are 
stamps that the Japanese apply to documents to indicate approval or 
acknowledgement of a document’s content.  Hanko are used analogously to the way 
signatures or initials are used in the US and Europe.  Today, Japanese business 
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document approvals are executed on paper in a workflow typically involving a 
sequence of approvers applying their hanko in an order corresponding to their 
position in the company hierarchy. This reliance on a physical stamp has been a 
barrier to the adoption of paperless approval practices in the Japanese market.  To 
overcome this barrier, the Acrobat team wanted to provide features that allowed users 
to approve electronic documents using a digital hanko, thus making paperless 
document approval possible.  

The user research methodology involved a cross-functional team (consisting of 
user research, design, Japan product marketing, and US product management, in close 
coordination with engineering) conducting in-depth interviews with customers in a 
variety of industries.  The sessions also included detailed, task-based feedback on 
early feature concepts.  Key to the success of the project was the involvement of the 
cross-disciplinary team and their first-hand experience of the team in the interviews 
and feedback sessions.  Constant communication with the engineering team in the US 
allowed for almost real-time changes to the concept and iterative feedback.  The team 
worked to iterate the designs and revise the underlying architecture while still in 
Tokyo. 

 

Fig. 1. Hanko workflow: Customer site visits and paper example 

1.2   Fundamentally Different Product 

In addition to adding features for a specific geo, sometimes the research uncovers 
fundamentally different workflows and product needs.  A key example from Adobe’s 
past is the creation of InDesign J—a version of InDesign fundamentally different 
from what ships to the rest of the world.  Comprehensive research uncovered a 
distinctly different print publishing workflow in Japan versus the United States.  Key 
to uncovering the user and workflow needs were in-depth conversations and close 
relationships over time with users in a variety of relevant fields.  In addition, first-
hand exposure of the US-based team to Japan and the print publishing industry were 
critical.   
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Lynn Shade, who led the effort to understand and document the workflows and the 
creation of a product designed to meet the needs of our customers in Japan, would 
continually bring photos, videos, photocopies, and real documents the users agreed to 
share back to San Jose to help the US-based team to understand the need and 
opportunity.  Another component critical to the success of the project was aligning 
everyone on the project--including marketing, engineering, quality engineering, US 
team text experts, type team people – via in-person immersion in Japan.  The potential 
customers were exceptionally selfless and were quite humble about how they did 
things, never arguing about how something should be done.  They voiced their needs 
quite thoroughly, and the main task was to distill the critical components from these 
numerous needs.   

Long-term relationships were absolutely critical to getting it right. No one had tried 
to write a computer application that does what the team was trying to do – to 
determine Japanese typographical rules and semi-automate them at the same.  To 
accomplish this ambitious task, the relationships with users (actually, some would 
never become users, some were typographers, some were using proprietary systems, 
some had no plans to switch from their paper workflow, some used Illustrator to 
hand-kern each character) were key to ensuring we made something that fit their 
needs.  Every little detail was checked with them.  By mid-way through the project it 
had gotten so complex that it was necessary to involve two engineers in discussions 
around the finer points of how the text engine was going to work.  Deep and lengthy 
relationships were key to identifying the high- and low-level needs and creating a 
product that addressed them.  This relationship was not just between the 
designer/researcher and the customers; the engineers and quality engineering formed 
an online group called “InDesign-J Friends” to keep checking every detail during the 
process.  Engineers, US marketing, and marketing in Japan became just as invested 
and involved in user research and maintaining these long-term relationships. 

1.3   New Markets 

Some of the biggest areas of impact for international research are where we develop 
strategies for emerging markets or geographies new to Adobe.  Such endeavors rely 
on in-depth observational research--gaining a deep understanding of our users, their 
current workflows, and goals.  But also understanding cultural, technology, and 
societal trends is critical to developing appropriate strategies for these international 
markets. 

Ethnographic research has played a key role in developing an understanding of our 
international audiences and situations.  We have engaged in extensive ethnographic 
research in Japan to develop an understanding of many of our user segments.  Most of 
this work relies on a combination of observation and structured interviews.  We also 
monitor trends in Japan—cultural, business, technology, etc and mine these for 
insights and implications for our business. 

One novel approach we have used, the “cartoon card” method, involved a semi-
structured conversation focused around a set of cute “cartoon cards” depicting various 
people, technologies, places, etc.  With these we explored the mobile ecosystem, 



 Strategic User Research at Home and Abroad 95 

culture, and behaviors.  We found the cards to be an excellent ice-breaker and the 
cuteness created a much more casual environment in which users were more open to 
sharing their views and thoughts.  Through this method we uncovered much 
interesting information and formed key insights about the current status and future 
potential of mobile devices.  To further explore this topic, we also tapped into local 
expertise via partnerships with universities and design firms. 

 

 

Fig. 2. Cartoon Cards and semi-structured interview method 

1.4   Corporate Strategy and Window-on-the-Future 

One of the most exciting ways to leverage international research is to use leading 
geographies to help define corporate-wide strategy via insights into the future of an 
industry.  For example, Japan and Korea are a microcosm of pervasive use of 
technology.  We are able to leverage findings from our exploratory work in Asia to 
not only identify product opportunities within these geographies, but also to envision 
where things might head back in the United States and/or in the future.  Engaging in 
such research explorations is an opportunity not only to help drive the company’s 
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strategy, but also to develop novel and creative methods that tap into the local culture 
in effective ways.  One example of how Adobe has engaged in this type of research 
include our “magic device” study. 

The magic device study was a creative extension of our more traditional methods 
that served to help us explore future desires.  In addition to it being very difficult for 
people to imagine and articulate future needs, such an exercise is not in context; in 
real life we encounter a lot of situations that are potential opportunities.  Given that it 
is not appropriate or practical to trail users for days at a time, when we sought to 
explore future consumer mobile opportunities, we asked users to carry a “magic 
device” for a week; each time they encountered a problem or desire, they were asked 
to think about how the “magic device” could address or help them solve the problem 
and to record their thoughts in a journal (or via email, phone).  We also surrounded 
this exercise with introductory, mid-course, and final casual group sessions to 
encourage out-of-the-box thinking and sharing of information.  We chose events and 
social settings of a more informal nature to help participants feel comfortable with 
this activity, and secure in knowing that their original ideas were not only going to be 
accepted but were also encouraged.  The results yielded many fascinating insights that 
we were then able to translate into storyboard concepts that bring together user needs, 
Adobe technologies, and business opportunities.  The creation of new techniques is 
critical for this locale and type of activity.  We were able to successfully address 
cultural and communication challenges, and the in-context method allowed greater 
insight into future needs & opportunities. 

 

 

Fig. 3. Magic Device and introductory informal group session 
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2   Conclusion 

The above examples help illustrate the numerous ways that international user research 
can impact both foreign and domestic business opportunities for a company.  
Creative, geo-appropriate methods are critical, as well as an understanding of the 
many levels and types of potential impact. 
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