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Abstract. The Microsoft Mobile and Embedded Devices User Experience 
Team (MEDX) is made up of 20 designers and researchers at the main head-
quarter office in Redmond, outside of Seattle, USA. In the spring of 2005, a  
design team of four people was started in Beijing, China. How does one suc-
cessfully set up a remote team when collaboration is central to the task? What 
are the realities of creating clear communications across diverse languages, cul-
tures and time zones? How does one create an appealing career path for remote 
talent? This paper will discuss the challenges, celebrations and lessons learned 
during the first two years of MEDX Beijing’s development.  
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1   Introduction 

MEDX had several goals for building a design team in Beijing: 

• Leverage amazing China design talent  
• Develop first-hand understanding and local expertise of the China Market 
• Support China field research and gather specific observations 
• Collaborate with MED product development teams in Beijing 
• Build relationships with Microsoft Research Asia  

The initial responsibilities of the Beijing team included creating visual design as-
sets for Windows Mobile, participating in mobile interaction design projects, and 
providing China-focused perspectives and insights to Redmond. The initial team con-
sisted of one American senior designer with previous Microsoft experience, two local 
Chinese visual designers, and one local Chinese interaction designer. 

The long-term vision for the Beijing team is to build enough expertise and skill so 
it will own end-to-end development of both user research and design initiatives for 
China and appropriate global market products. 

2   Process 

Our main point of contact in Redmond was MEDX Art Director Greg Melander. We 
established our communication rhythm through bi-weekly conference calls in which 
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we discussed new projects, reviewed previous work and clarified questions. We relied 
on two very simple tools: the phone for voice (internal VOIP for cost-efficiency), and 
MSN Instant Messenger with a webcam. 

 

Fig. 1. A creatively doctored MSN IM screenshot with Peter Chin (hidden) and Greg Melander 
in Redmond; Yin Zhu, Liang Chen, Becky Sundling, Rokey Zhang in Beijing 

We quickly discovered the webcam was a critical component in our communica-
tion. We were able to point it at white boards, share sketches, or use body language to 
clarify a term. It also helped us keep up with new haircuts, glasses and fashion state-
ments. The importance of this simple visual connection could not be underestimated. 
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It provided a face and emotional connection to the rest of our team, located on the 
other side of the world. As designers, words sometimes elude us, where a simple 
drawing or hand movement can transcend language and language barriers. Without 
this ability to communicate visually, many nuances would be lost. 

We tried several other collaboration tools but the complexity seemingly out-
weighed the value. 

Initially it was critical to have two main points of contact to facilitate our communi-
cation process. Greg gathered and prioritized projects, and then communicated the de-
tails. My role was to ensure clarity and to make sure the team knew specifically what 
was needed, in what priority, and by when. Many times during conference calls I would 
draw pictures to clarify a concept, act it out, or stop the conversation to backtrack and 
verbally explain a design term or slang phrase. I watched their reactions during the calls 
to make sure they understood what was necessary. I also acted as a bridge to help my 
team understand Microsoft culture and unspoken corporate expectations. 

3   Differences…Challenges 

Remote communication of people from the same country would create process chal-
lenges; add a mixed culture team new to the industry and Microsoft, and you have an 
interesting combination of factors. Following are some of our challenges organized 
into three categories: (3.1) Process and Remote Workflow, (3.2) Culture, and (3.3) 
Organizational Challenges. 

3.1   Process and Remote Workflow 

Following are some of the top issues we encountered regarding process: 

• Lack of visibility of the larger vision and context to better understand projects  
• Impossible to participate in spontaneous discussions and decisions 
• True collaboration proved extremely difficult 
• Communicating across time zones required flexibility and balance 

The first two points make the third true. In a collaborative, iterative environment, it 
takes a lot of effort, time and dedication to keep a remote team up-to-date on the latest 
turn of direction. Visual design projects overseen by one individual could be commu-
nicated and then successfully delivered through several rounds of iterations. This 
process worked well as the ownership and approval model were very concrete. How-
ever, interaction design projects proved to be more challenging, mostly due to the 
exploratory nature of multiple ideas moving forward at the same time, and then re-
viewing each other’s work to choose a direction and combine thinking. We finally 
settled on a model where one designer in Beijing worked on a fairly defined problem 
with direction from one UX Lead in Redmond. This process worked well, though the 
Beijing designer couldn’t participate in the Redmond user tests of his designs.  

With a very short overlap of convenient working hours (8am-10am Beijing is 4pm-
6pm Redmond) and only four overlapping work days (Beijing Saturday is Redmond 
Friday) scheduling meetings can be a challenge. While some individuals will actually 
call into a 3am meeting, teams need to work with each other to settle on a livable 
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compromise. Having consistent times to talk about issues increases the quality of 
communication, as it is difficult to schedule spontaneous meetings with remote teams. 
Another challenge is realizing the need to communicate holiday schedules (Chinese 
work during American holidays of Thanksgiving, Christmas and New Years, while 
Americans work during Chinese New Year, Spring Festival and the National Holi-
day). It is important to recognize each culture’s respective holidays have the same 
significance, and to plan these events into overall project plans. 

3.2   Culture  

The following points highlight cultural nuances discovered during this process: 

• Unknown cultural rules and boundaries 

o Initially, the Beijing team was uncomfortable asking questions or interrupt-
ing a “superior” 

o The Beijing team was inexperienced in making decisions with ambiguous in-
formation; but given the time zones, this skill was highly necessary 

o Acting proactively and taking individual responsibility had not been well re-
warded in the last 50 years of Chinese history 

o Western approaches are sometimes seen as aggressive  

• Language and terminology charades 
• Difficult to find desired level of design expertise 

o Hard design skills using tools are taught and fairly available  
o Soft skills of problem solving, team work, proactive decision making are less 

common 

Initially some of the differences in working style were quite surprising. What is 
“natural” and taken for granted in a western corporate environment is not the same 
landscape in a Chinese office. We sat in a large enclosed office due to the visual con-
fidentiality of our work, which created a safe haven for us to experiment with some of 
these issues. My goal was to build mutual trust and respect among the team, and for 
them to know it was safe and they were expected to question, clarify, challenge, and 
debate. This was a completely foreign concept, at least in the workplace, though they 
fully embraced the opportunity once they believed the sincerity of it.  

Another area that needed attention was for the team to understand that no action 
was worse than a wrong action. Often, we finished a conference call to discover a 
question we hadn’t asked. Initially this posed a block, and the designer did not know 
how to move forward. When this happened, we would look at available information, 
past examples, and attempted to imagine Greg’s answer to the question. The goal was 
to predict a direction that would keep us efficient for another day, until we had a 
chance to receive the information we needed. After several successes using this proc-
ess, the team naturally adapted this mode of operation.  

3.3   Organizational Challenges 

The following points highlight two management challenges: 
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• Cross-group ownership and double reporting fun 
• Non-Chinese manager leading a Chinese team; a lot of cultural learning and trans-

lation is required 

The Beijing team reported into the local China office, but had a dotted line to the 
Redmond team, who owned our priorities. At times this caused confusion as local 
teams wanted to work with the “China design team” but their request often fell out-
side our top initiatives. This could be explained logically, but it required constant 
effort to balance desiring local impact and staying true to original priority. 

As a non-fluent foreigner managing a local Chinese staff, I could not fully partici-
pate in many activities. Sitting in a collaborative work space worked great for the 
team, but I could not interject suggestions or ideas a normal manager might have 
while they were debating in Mandarin (though their English improved greatly). I also 
was unable to keep a heightened pulse on morale through my own channels; I was 
dependent on key members to communicate issues I needed to know about. 

In addition to interpersonal nuances, I was also challenged by the Beijing team that 
I didn’t understand real Chinese culture well enough (I needed to take the bus more, 
to learn the language better, have a deeper understanding of the history, etc). I agreed 
and continued to struggle through my language classes. 

4   Celebrations 

One of the biggest successes has been the incredible growth of the Beijing team, 
mostly with core proficiencies such as becoming more proactive, confidence in com-
munication, and verbalizing design decisions and opinions. Other celebrations  
included: 

• Delivering thousands of high-quality visual assets for a world-wide product 
• Moving toward more one-on-one communication with Redmond design members 

(Now the Beijing designers work directly with Redmond designers; Greg and I are 
no longer the only communication touch-points between the teams.) 

• Starting to grow our team and ownership of projects 
• Increasing awareness of design value in Beijing office  
• Incredible cultural learning for all involved 
• Taking the Beijing team on their first trip to the USA (Seeing the States for the first 

time through their eyes was amazing.) 

5   Lessons Learned 

There is no such thing as over-communication or being too clear when working to-
gether across cultures, locations and time. Many of the cues we take for granted by 
simply being from the same country or working in the same physical space need to be 
supplemented with concrete communication.  

• The remote team is responsible for their own exposure 
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o Push out communications and request information. When you are physically 
not seen, you are easily forgotten. The remote team needs to take the initia-
tive to engage with the headquarter team.  

• Face-to-face visits are critical 

o After our visit to Redmond in August 2006, the development of the Beijing 
team skyrocketed. They were able to concretely understand and see a larger, 
experienced team work together in a collaborative environment. They had 
never been exposed to this type of working style, and better understood how 
the different team roles relied on each other to create a stronger whole. 

• Participate in key management meetings 

o As a remote design lead, it is absolutely critical to be invited to and attend 
key management meetings. No one else will raise your issues or communi-
cate important messages for your team. 

• Email communications across time zones have a completely different workflow 
model 

o Depending on when the email is sent, a response from the remote team may 
be immediate or 12-24 hours away. This can cause confusion if people do not 
know they are asking for something at 3am local time.  

• Make it as easy as possible for the HQ team 

o Talk in their time zone, do as much as possible to help them provide the in-
formation and inclusion needed. 

Some projects work well being frequently passed back and forth over the ocean. 
However, as remote teams build up expertise and mutual respect with the headquarter 
team, natural evolution may need to include larger end-to-end ownership of appropri-
ate projects. Providing autonomy within established guidelines will best leverage, 
grow and retain local talents. 

This approach requires dedication and a longer-term vision toward developing the 
local team into more than an outsourcing solution. The headquarter team and their 
management need to dedicate effort, time and resources to ensure a continued return 
on their initial investment, and to provide opportunities for the local team to take on 
additional responsibility. As China catches up with the western approach of develop-
ing --your product here--, one would do well to incorporate and embrace a global 
perspective on product development, and to leverage the local expertise in place to 
develop for local markets.  

6   Future Vision 

Continuing the goal of creating a world-class Asian design team, MEDX Beijing is 
driving toward providing strategic impact for global and China mobile products. Lev-
eraging qualities only a design team in Asia can bring, and with continued leadership 
and guidance from our HQ design team, delivering on this vision is definitely in sight. 
We look forward to defining this future with our partners in Redmond. 
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