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1.1 Background 

The world is getting smaller and smaller, as technology reduces geographic distances 

between countries, and societies are developing into a “global village” (McLuhan, 1962). 

Globalization offers companies chances to make a profit on international markets and have 

access to a broader user base. But globalization also brings about new challenges for them, 

due to the larger and more diverse stakeholder groups they have to deal with. Different 

cultural backgrounds may affect the way people react to products. Ignoring cultural 

differences might cause suboptimal usability or user experience, and might be detrimental 

to the image and reputation of products, brands, and companies (Frandsen-Thorlacius, 

Hornbæk, Hertzum, & Clemmensen, 2009; Kummer, Recker, & Mendling, 2016; Sun, 

2006; Wallace, Reid, Clinciu, & Kang, 2013). To overcome difficulties and to leverage the 

opportunities offered by globalization, it is important to carefully consider culture when 

designing products and user support for people with diverse backgrounds. 

Of all academic and professional disciplines, technical communication, operating at the 

crossroads of communication and technology, maybe most obliged to develop a strong 

international and intercultural orientation. E. T. Hall (1959) already stressed how 

communication and culture are two inseparable concepts, stating that “culture is 

communication and communication is culture” (p. 218). And technology does not stop at 

the border. In the technology sector, we can see highly talented people from all over the 

world working in international teams to develop new innovations. New technologies tend to 

spread fast internationally and many companies can no longer afford to restrict themselves 

to the national market.  

Technical communication is the academic and professional discipline that aims to connect 

technology and people. Originally, it strongly focused on creating forms of user support, 

most notably user manuals, but nowadays technical communication has broadened 

considerably. Understanding users of technology has become the core of the discipline. 

From this understanding, technical communicators can reflect on issues of usability and 

user experience, analyze the factors that affect users’ adoption and appropriation of certain 

technologies, facilitate organizations’ technology implementation processes, and gauge the 

impact technology may have on people, organizations, and society. Despite this broader 

focus, however, designing effective user instructions has remained an important activity 

within technical communication. 

When it comes to user support in a globalized world, the main challenge of technical 

communication is how to design user instructions and other forms of user support that are 
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optimally usable and contribute to a positive user experience across cultural groups, as 

people from different cultural backgrounds may have different perceptions of ‘good’ or 

‘effective’ documents (St.Amant, 2001a, p. 386). 

Aware of the impact of globalization on the field, technical communication has a 

longstanding interest in issues of translation (e.g., Lentz & Hulst, 2000; Maylath, 2013; 

Melton, 2008), localization (Agboka, 2013; Sun, 2006; Zhu & St.Amant, 2010), and culture 

(M. Hall, De Jong, & Steehouder, 2004; St.Amant, 2016; Sun, 2012). Despite this increased 

attention, there are still many uncertainties regarding cross-cultural and intercultural 

technical communication. The results of earlier research are somewhat scattered, providing 

many pieces to many puzzles but failing to give comprehensive answers to the essential 

questions. This is why this dissertation aims to offer a series of interconnected and 

substantial studies into the existence and possible effects of cultural differences between 

China and Western countries that pertain to the quality of user instructions. 

1.2 Culture 

To make sense of cultural differences in technical communication, it is necessary to first 

reflect on the concept of culture itself. Hundreds of definitions of the phenomenon are 

available. An early and often quoted definition was given by Tylor (1871): “Culture or 

civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that complex whole which includes 

knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired 

by man as a member of society” (p. 1). The definition stresses that culture is a complex 

notion that encompasses virtually all aspects of life. Culture may not be tangible (at least 

for the most part), but it is pervasive and highly influential in human life. 

Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov (2010) compared culture to a “mental program” and 

defined it as “the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of 

one group or category of people from others” (p.6). Instead of mentioning the various 

aspects of life affected by culture he focused on the underlying psychological and cognitive 

processes and stressed that culture may differentiate between groups of people. A similar 

view was expressed by E.T. Hall (1976): “[culture] is not innate, but learned; the various 

facets of culture are interrelated—you touch a culture in one place, and everything else is 

affected; it is shaped and in effect defines the boundaries of different groups” (p. 12). 

Several metaphors have been used to make sense of the phenomenon. French and Bell 

(1978) proposed an iceberg model. The model suggests, that—just like the largest part of an 

iceberg is below sea level—culture consists of a relatively small visible and formal part, 
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represented in, for instance, technology, policies, and products, and a much larger hidden 

part, including “feelings, informal actions and interactions, group norms, and values” 

(p.16). Though this model was initially designed to explain culture in organizational life, it 

was later on also used for culture in general. The idea of culture as an iceberg is simple but 

clear when reflecting on the complexity and implicitness of culture. We readily identify 

with the more visible and formal aspects of culture from explicit document characteristics 

or user behaviors, but the less tangible and more decisive part of culture is below the 

surface. For a thorough understanding of intercultural communication, superficial 

differences must eventually be traced back to underlying, implicit, and often unconscious 

values and beliefs.  

A similar and slightly more complicated metaphor was proposed by Hofstede et al. (2010). 

He used an onion model to express that culture consists of several layers. At the core of a 

culture, values can be found. Just like an onion, there are several layers—respectively, 

rituals, heroes, and symbols—around this core. According to Hofstede et al., research into 

cultures and cultural differences should eventually focus on uncovering values as the core 

of culture. 

Much knowledge about culture in real life can be gained by studying “cultures sufficiently 

different from one’s own to bring its latent structures into focus” (E. T. Hall, 1976, p. 16). 

This explains the prevalence of cross-cultural and intercultural comparisons in the 

literature. A prominent approach of making such comparisons is by means of so-called 

cultural dimensions. The most influential set of cultural dimensions was developed by 

Hofstede and colleagues (Hofstede, 2001; Hofstede et al., 2010). Their six dimensions are:  

 High versus low power distance: The extent to which people accept and expect 

hierarchy and unequal distributions of power. 

 Individualism versus collectivism: The extent to which people prefer a loose 

network in which they basically should take care of themselves, or a tight network in 

which people take care of each other and are loyal to each other. 

 Masculinity versus femininity: The extent to which people either value competition, 

achievement, assertiveness, and material awards, or cooperation, well-being, care for 

the weak, and quality of life. 

 High versus low uncertainty avoidance: The extent to which people feel 

uncomfortable with uncertainty and ambiguous situations. 

 Long-term versus short-term orientation: The extent to which people value thrift 

and education and prepare for the future, or hold on to old traditions and view change 

with suspicion. 

 Indulgence versus restraint: The extent to which people value enjoying life and 

having fun, or value the regulation of such pleasures with strict social norms. 
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Some researchers tried to connect Hofstede’s value-based dimensions with user interfaces 

or forms of user support (e.g., Callahan, 2005; Cyr, 2013; Marcus & Gould, 2000; Reinecke 

& Bernstein, 2013; Singh, Zhao, & Hu, 2005). However, there seems to be a gap between 

the value-based dimensions and the practice of interface and document design. On the one 

hand, the aforementioned studies seemed to have trouble in deriving meaningful and 

convincing do’s and don’ts for designers from the dimensions. On the other hand, bottom-

up studies uncovering cultural differences in interface and document design (e.g., Barnum 

& Li, 2006; Dong, 2007; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009) generally did not yield results that could 

easily be connected to the value-based cultural dimensions. Other cultural dimensions, by 

E.T. Hall (1976) and Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1993), seem to have similar 

application problems in the context of technical communication and interface design. 

Beyond cultural dimensions, differences in thinking patterns, as proposed by Nisbett 

(2003), may also help to interpret differences across cultures. According to Nisbett, 

“Westerners have an analytic view focusing on salient objects and their attributes, whereas 

Easterners have a holistic view focusing on continuities in substances and relationships in 

the environment” (p.82). East Asian people, with their holistic cognitive style, are inclined 

to focus on relationships among objects that are contextually related, while Western people, 

with their analytic cognitive style, tend to emphasize the hierarchical categories or salient 

objects independently from the context (Faiola & Macdorman, 2008; Masuda & Nisbett, 

2001; Nisbett & Miyamoto, 2005). 

To sum up, these theories provide possible explanations of differences between cultures, 

but at the same time may oversimplify and stereotype cultures. Our thinking about culture 

has been evolving over time into dynamic and complex processes. Broad categorizations of 

cultures may harbor the risk of underestimating similarities and relationships between 

cultures. 

It needs to be clarified that we study national cultures, specifically Chinese and Western 

cultures (primarily referring to West European and North American countries), owing to 

their tremendous differences: They are “most distant from one another and probably 

influenced one another the least” (Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan, 2001, p. 4). With 

reference to linguistic aspects, “Chinese offers the maximum contrast with alphabetic 

writing systems used in the West” (Anderson & Chen, 2013, p. 1), and research confirmed 

the differential impact Chinese and English have on people’s thinking about time, location, 

and gender (Boroditsky, 2001). Apart from that, sinology scholars point out the huge gap 

between these two cultures in many respects such as philosophy, history, religion, and logic 

(Lin, 2017; Lou, 2016; Mu, 2016, 2017).  
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A final consideration involves the economy. Western countries and China are the largest 

economies in the world, with a huge demand for technical communication. Consequently, a 

comparative study between Chinese and Western culture can reveal much about the 

underlying impacts of cultural differences on the design of user instructions and can be of 

great practical significance. 

1.3 Chinese versus Western Technical Communication 

The academic and professional discipline of technical communication has a much longer 

tradition in Western countries than in China. Technical started as a profession in the United 

States in the 1940s (Schriver, 1997) and has gained considerable ground in Western 

countries ever since. This resulted in: 

 A large number of technical communication programs at the undergraduate and 

graduate level (Eaton, 2009; Kimball, 2017; Meloncon, 2009), 

 Several professional and academic organizations (e.g., the Society for Technical 

Communication (STC), the IEEE Professional Communication Society, the 

Association of Teachers of Technical Writing (ATTW), the Council for Programs in 

Technical and Scientific Communication (CPTSC), and tekom), 

 Seven academic journals devoted to the field (Communication Design Quarterly, 

IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication, Journal of Business and 

Technical Communication, Journal of Technical Writing and Communication, 

Programmatic Perspectives, Technical Communication, and Technical 

Communication Quarterly), 

 A large and ever-growing number of comprehensive textbooks on technical writing 

(e.g., Johnson-Eilola & Selber, 2013; Markel & Selber, 2017; Tebeaux & Dragga, 

2010). 

Given this infrastructure, it is not surprising that the field has seen considerable 

development throughout the years. Academic research has strongly contributed to the body 

of knowledge in the field. Van der Meij, Karreman, and Steehouder (2009), for instance, 

sketch the research-based development regarding user support in three decades, which has 

gradually led to a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of the users of technology 

and their instructional context, along with a range of clear guidelines for designing effective 

user instructions. Effective technical communication acknowledges that users will usually 

experiment themselves before consulting a manual, helps users to find the information they 

need at a specific moment, optimally facilitates the switching between instructions and task, 

strives for optimal combinations of visual and verbal information, and uses plain language 
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and instructive style to make the instructions as clear and straightforward as possible. 

Technical communication has evolved from a normative to a research- and evidence-based 

discipline. Nevertheless, Meloncon and St.Amant (2019) argued in their review of 

empirical research in technical communication that the majority of the current empirical 

research consists of textual or rhetorical analysis; the indispensable user studies are 

relatively scarce. 

The development of technical communication in China started much later and therefore 

lags behind. China has seen a spectacular development, opening up to the world and 

transforming from a production country into a country that develops and designs advanced 

technological products. As a result, a professional discipline of technical communication 

emerged in many organizations. However, the academic discipline that ideally feeds the 

professional with new insights, educates the professionals of tomorrow, and helps to reflect 

on current practices is only beginning to emerge (Gao, Yu, & De Jong, 2013, 2014). 

Several Western communication scholars tried to help Chinese universities to develop a 

technical communication program (e.g., Barnum, Philip, Reynolds, Shauf, & Thompson, 

2001; D. D. Ding, 2011; D. D. Ding & Jablonski, 2001). However, limited results were 

achieved due, for instance, large differences in academic traditions and teaching methods (a 

cultural phenomenon on its own. Gradually Chinese technical communication is moving in 

the direction of a combined professional and academic discipline. Until now, however, 

technical communication practices in China are hardly supported by indigenous research. 

The discipline of technical communication in China would be helped by academic research 

into the way Chinese users work with Chinese forms of user support. Research focusing on 

cultural differences around user instructions between Chinese and Western documents and 

users may be another way of supporting Chinese technical communicators. The basic 

question, then, is whether the Western insights on effective technical communication are 

limited to Western cultures or can be universally applied. 

1.4 Research Aims 

The studies presented in this dissertation aim at attaining a comprehensive picture of the 

role of cultural differences in Chinese and Western user instructions. Several earlier studies 

have made attempts to characterize differences between user instructions and other 

documents in both contexts (Barnum & Li, 2006; D. D. Ding, 2003; Dong, 2007; Dragga, 

1999; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; Yu, 2009). The findings of these studies complemented 

each other and were at times inconsistent, which might be attributed to relatively small 

sample sizes and informal research approaches. It is also important to bear in mind that 

culture changes rapidly, so that findings of years ago might not be valid today (Auinger, 
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Aistleithner, Kindermann, & Holzinger, 2011). User research appears to be scarce in the 

domain of cross-cultural and intercultural technical communication. 

Therefore, this project sought to systematically and extensively explore possible differences 

between the two cultures. Three complementary research approaches were chosen: (1) a 

content analysis of differences in document design practices, as manifested in manuals for 

household appliances, (2) the professional views of Chinese technical communicators on 

the influence of cultural differences on their work, and (3) a series of user studies focusing 

on the effects of cultural adaptations of manuals and on user preferences. This leads to the 

following three research questions: 

RQ 1: To what extent do Chinese and Western user manuals differ from each other 

with regard to content, structure, and the use of visuals? 

RQ 2: What opinions do Chinese technical communicators have about differences 

between Chinese and Western user instructions?  

RQ 3: What are the effects of cultural adaptations of user instructions on Chinese 

and Western users regarding overall structure, the structure of procedural 

information (action information), the structure of declarative information 

(explanatory information), and the use of visuals? 

1.5 Overview of the Dissertation 

Figure 1.1 gives an overview of the eight chapters of this dissertation. 

 

Figure 1.1. Dissertation outline. 
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Chapter 2 presents the design and results of a quantitative content analysis of differences 

between Chinese and Western manuals. In this study, 50 Chinese and 50 Western manuals 

for household products were systematically analyzed using a coding scheme based on 

earlier research. The research focused on three aspects: content, structure, and the use of 

visuals. 

Chapter 3 describes the design and results of the interview study focusing on 20 Chinese 

technical communicators’ beliefs and practices regarding cultural differences in technical 

communication.  

Chapter 4 presents the first user study in this dissertation. The central question of this 

study was whether culturally adapted manual structures make a difference for Chinese and 

Western users (in terms of task performance and satisfaction). This question is answered by 

means of a 2x2 experiment, with cultural background (Chinese versus Western) and manual 

structure (Chinese versus Western) as independent variables. The chapter takes an overall 

perspective on manual structure (comprising both procedural and declarative information). 

Chapter 5 can be seen as a follow-up study to Chapter 4, but this time focusing entirely on 

procedural information. This time a 3x2 experiment was conducted, with two groups of 

Chinese users (living in China and living in the Netherlands). Furthermore, the study also 

focused not only on task performance and user satisfaction, but also on participants’ 

information selection in the user instructions. 

Chapter 6 focuses on the structuring of declarative information. Again using a 3x2 

experiment, the effects of an inductive versus a deductive structuring were measured, with 

recall, reading time, and opinions about the text as dependent variables. 

Chapter 7 describes a quasi-experimental user study into the appreciation of various kinds 

of visuals in manuals. Three groups of participants were asked to give their appreciation 

scores to fifteen pictures, divided over five categories.  

Chapter 8, to conclude, gives an overview of the main findings of the studies, discusses the 

theoretical and practical implications, and the limitations and suggestions for future 

research. 
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2.1 Introduction 

The world is globalizing at a fast pace and the rapid technological developments know no 

boundaries. National markets for technical products have developed into global markets. 

Understanding the challenges of cross-cultural communication is crucial for companies to 

survive the fierce competition worldwide. Ignoring cultural differences might lead to 

products and user support with suboptimal usability or user experience (Kummer et al., 

2016; St.Amant, 2017; Sun, 2006; Wallace et al., 2013). The field of technical and 

professional communication, therefore, has a longstanding tradition of paying attention to 

issues of translation (Lentz & Hulst, 2000; Maylath, 2013; Melton, 2008), localization 

(Agboka, 2013; Mousten, Maylath, Vandepitte, & Humbley, 2010; Zhu & St.Amant, 2010), 

and culture (Barnum & Li, 2006; Du-Babcock & Tanaka, 2013; Fukuoka, Kojima, & 

Spyridakis, 1999; M. Hall et al., 2004; St.Amant, 2001b; Ulijn & St.Amant, 2000).  

An important topic in the technical and professional communication literature involves the 

role of cultural differences in user instructions. In research until now, two approaches can 

be seen. Taking differences between documents as a starting point, researchers have used 

content analysis of user instructions to shed light on cultural differences in document design 

practice. Four aspects may be distinguished: content selection, structure, style, and the use 

of visuals. Taking differences in use as a starting point, some other researchers have used 

interviews or experiments to shed light on cultural differences in user preferences or 

effectiveness.  

This article takes the first approach. Based on a content analysis of Chinese and Western 

manuals for household appliances, we investigated differences in document design 

practices between Chinese and Western user instructions. Such differences might 

correspond to differences in user preferences, but may also reflect differences in expertise 

or habits of technical communicators.  

So far, several content analytic studies have been conducted, uncovering a wide range of 

potential cultural differences between Western and Asian documents. However, their 

findings are not consistent, and do not seem to add up to more generic theoretical 

perspectives. Some characteristics of the available studies may have caused these 

shortcomings. First, the documents included in the analyses were quite diverse: Various 

types of user instructions were analyzed, but also non-instructive documents such as 

research reports. Second, most content analyses used rather small samples of documents 

and were conducted and reported rather informally. Small samples imply that findings may 

easily be skewed by particular documents included in the research. Informal research 

approaches mean that researchers’ own interpretations may play a significant role. Third, 
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the coding schemes used, if any, were mostly inductive, which means that specific 

characteristics of the documents and interests of researchers guided the results. And finally, 

the research covered a wide timeframe (1998-2009), with no recent studies available. 

To overcome these shortcomings, we conducted a formal content analysis using a much 

larger sample, specifically focusing on one specific genre of technical communication: user 

manuals for household appliances. We limited our study to a comparison of Chinese and 

Western manuals. Taking earlier research findings as a starting point, we developed a 

coding scheme to systematically analyze differences between Western and Chinese 

manuals. We focused our analyses on three aspects: content selection, structure, and the use 

of visuals. The fourth aspect, style, was left out, because it is too much interwoven with the 

nuances, habits and complexities of language use to be suitable for quantitative analysis. 

Our research question, therefore, was: To what extent and how do Chinese and Western 

manuals for household appliances differ from each other in terms of structure, content, and 

use of visuals? 

2.2 Literature Review 

Within the field of technical and professional communication, several studies have been 

conducted on cultural differences between China and Western countries. In this section, we 

first discuss theoretical research perspectives on cultural differences, and then discuss the 

results of earlier content analytic studies into differences between Chinese and Western 

documents. 

2.2.1 Theoretical perspectives: top-down versus bottom-up approaches 

Research into cultural differences may uncover many detailed differences between cultures. 

As informative as such specific differences may be, we need a broader theoretical 

framework to really make sense of them. The relationship between such a theoretical 

framework and content analytic research may be twofold. On the one hand, there are top-

down (or deductive) approaches, which take an existing theoretical framework as a starting 

point to test predictions about specific differences between documents from different 

cultures. On the other hand, there are bottom-up (or inductive) approaches, which try to 

translate specific differences between documents from different cultures into more generic 

insights about cultural differences. 

When it comes to existing theoretical frameworks, Hofstede’s six cultural dimensions are a 

prominent approach (Hofstede, 2001; Hofstede et al., 2010). Using the metaphor of an 
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onion, Hofstede assumed that values are at the core of cultural differences. Around this 

core, less fundamental cultural differences can be found, such as rituals, heroes, symbols, 

and practices. Based on an extensive research project, Hofstede proposed the following six 

value-based cultural dimensions: 

 High versus low power distance: The extent to which people accept and expect 

hierarchy and unequal distributions of power. 

 Individualism versus collectivism: The extent to which people prefer a loose 

network in which they basically should take care of themselves, or a tight network in 

which people take care of each other and are loyal to each other. 

 Masculinity versus femininity: The extent to which people either value competition, 

achievement, assertiveness, and material awards, or cooperation, well-being, care for 

the weak, and quality of life. 

 High versus low uncertainty avoidance: The extent to which people feel 

uncomfortable with uncertainty and ambiguous situations. 

 Long-term versus short-term orientation: The extent to which people value thrift 

and education and prepare for the future, or hold on to old traditions and view change 

with suspicion. 

 Indulgence versus restraint: The extent to which people value enjoying life and 

having fun, or value the regulation of such pleasures with strict social norms. 

Several researchers in the domains of technical communication and interface design have 

tried to connect these value-based cultural dimensions to user-technology interaction and 

user support (Aladwani, 2013; Chun, Singh, Sobh, & Benmamoun, 2015; Marcus & Gould, 

2000; Reinecke & Bernstein, 2011, 2013). 

These attempts, however, were not always convincing. The gap between underlying values 

and technical communication or interface design practice appears to be wide, which leads 

to odd claims that people with low uncertainty avoidance scores would prefer complex 

structures (Aladwani, 2013) or people with high individualism scores would prefer a 

homogeneously colored user interface (Reinecke & Bernstein, 2011).  

Comparable frameworks of values- or preference-based cultural dimensions were 

developed by Hall (1976) and Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1993). Not all 

dimensions seem to be applicable within the field of technical and professional 

communication, but two of them seem promising: 

 Hall’s distinction between high-context and low-context cultures focuses explicitly on 

communication characteristics among people (E. T. Hall, 1976). According to Hall, 
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“high-context cultures find the majority of the information in the physical context or 

internalized in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicit, transmitted part of 

the message, whereas low context cultures are the opposite” (p. 91). Western countries 

are on the lower end of the scale, and China is on the higher end. This would mean 

that Western users need more explicit and detailed information than Chinese users. 

 Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner’s distinction between universalism and 

particularism deals with the importance of rules in relationships between people 

(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1993). Universalism suggests that rules are the 

regulatory force and need to be consistently followed, whereas particularism suggests 

that circumstances diminish the overall applicability of rules. Western countries tend 

to universalism, while China can be characterized by particularism. 

In addition, some researchers used non-research-based frameworks to make sense of 

cultural differences between Western countries and China, such as the lens of Confucianism 

(Dragga, 1999) or a historical perspective on instructional documents (Yu, 2009). 

Top-down research may have trouble translating abstract theoretical concepts into 

convincing and comprehensive document or interface characteristics. But a comparable 

problem applies to bottom-up research: Researchers uncovering specific differences 

between manuals, interfaces, or documents may find it hard to connect them to more 

general theoretical explanations. 

Given this state of the art, we decided not to adopt one of the theoretical frameworks to 

guide our content analysis, but to develop our own coding scheme, based on the various 

specific findings in earlier content-analytic studies into differences between Chinese and 

Western documents. Below, we summarize the main findings of these earlier studies. 

2.2.2 Results of earlier content analyses 

Table 2.1 gives an overview of earlier content analyses comparing Asian and Western 

documents. We limited our overview to studies of informative and instructional documents 

and focused on content, structure, and visuals. Where possible, we complement the 

overview with related findings based on user research. 

Content. Research into cultural differences in content is relatively scarce. One study 

suggests that Chinese manuals may contain more elements that are not directly related to 

the user instructions themselves, like advertisements and welcoming information (Dong, 

2007). This may be framed in terms of the long-term versus short-term orientation 



 

-16- 

dimension: China’s long-term orientation calls for attempts to build lasting relationships 

with users. In the same vein, another study found that introductions and conclusions differ 

between American and Chinese research reports (Barnum & Li, 2006). More than in 

American reports, Chinese introductions try to make a good impression on the reader and 

Chinese conclusions try to save the face of readers by providing cautious suggestions rather 

than direct recommendations (Barnum & Li, 2006; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). These 

tendencies all would lead to documents that are—in Western eyes—less functional. 

Another difference involves the amount of technical information in manuals. Several 

studies suggest that Chinese manuals provide more technical information (Barnum & Li, 

2006; D. D. Ding, 2003; Dong, 2007; Q. Wang, 2000), including wiring diagrams (Q. 

Wang, 2000) and technical terminology (Barnum & Li, 2006). They seem to address a 

mixed user group of technical professionals and end users, whereas Western manuals 

typically focus on end users only. 

Two studies suggest that safety information is less prominent in Chinese manuals than in 

Western ones (Barnum & Li, 2006; Dong, 2007). This might be attributed to societal 

developments in Western countries, in particular the U.S., in which product liability has 

become increasingly important. It could also be framed in terms of high- versus low-

context cultures. The Chinese culture can be seen as a high-context culture, in which 

common knowledge may be left unsaid, while Western countries have low-context cultures, 

in which detailed and specific information is considered to be important (Dong, 2007). 

Structure. Several studies on differences in structure between Chinese and Western 

documents point toward a conglomerate of findings, reflecting that Chinese culture seems 

to prioritize holistic thinking while Western cultures favor analytic thinking patterns. In line 

with the more holistic orientation of Chinese culture, various studies found that chunking 

information is much less common in Chinese manuals than in Western ones, that the 

structure is less prominently and explicitly presented, and that categorizations are less strict 

(Barnum & Li, 2006; D. D. Ding, 2003; Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; 

Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). Chinese manuals, for instance, pay more attention to the 

interrelations between content elements (D. D. Ding, 2003; Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. Wang 

& Wang, 2009). Furthermore, Chinese documents tend to have fewer headings and 

structural markers than Western documents (Barnum & Li, 2006; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007), 

and the same applies to notes, warnings and other elements that stand out from the main 

text (Q. Wang, 2000). The structure of Chinese documents is less fine-grained than that of 

Western documents (Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009).  



 

 

Table 2.1 Overview of Methodological Features of Earlier Content Analyses 

Source Sample Characteristics Types of Documents 

Carroll and Delin (1998)  3 WE – 3 JPN User manuals for electronic products 

Q. Wang (2000) 2 US – 2 CN User manuals for small household devices 

D. D. Ding (2003) 1 US – 1 CN Water heater manuals 

Barnum and Li (2006)  US – CN (N = unclear) Various document types 

Dong (2007) 10 US – 10 CN Home heater manuals 

Y. Wang, Jiang, and Wang (2007) GE – CN (N = unclear) Automotive textbooks and service manuals 

Y. Wang and Wang (2009) 2 GE – 2 CN Automotive textbooks and service manuals 

Note. WE = Western, JPN = Japanese, CN = Chinese, GE = German. 
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Apart from explanations in terms of holistic versus analytic thinking patterns, several other 

explanations have been proposed for these differences in structuring information. Some 

researchers refer to differences in perceived responsibility. In Western countries, technical 

communication professionals are considered to be responsible for usable instructions; in 

China readers are often seen as responsible for effectively using instructions (Barnum & Li, 

2006; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). This may reflect a phase of development of technical 

communication as a professional and academic discipline (Yu, 2009). Others refer to the 

aforementioned distinction between high-context and low-context cultures, which may also 

be applied to the explicit and unambiguous structure of documents: Explicitness and clarity 

are more prominent virtues in Western cultures than in China (Dong, 2007; Zhu & 

St.Amant, 2007). This also relates to the distinction between yihe and xinghe in languages 

(Chapter 4). In yihe-prominent languages (such as Chinese) texts are implicitly organized 

by meaning and logic; in xinghe-prominent (Western) languages texts are explicitly 

organized using structuring elements.  

Another structural difference involves the ordering of information. Various studies suggest 

that Asian documents tend to have an inductive organization, whereas Western documents 

are often organized deductively (Barnum & Li, 2006; Fukuoka & Spyridakis, 2000; 

Spyridakis & Fukuoka, 2002; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). Barnum and Li assume that this 

difference is also linked to the distinction between holistic and analytic thinking patterns 

(Barnum & Li, 2006). However, it is questionable whether the preference for an inductive 

or deductive structure will manifest itself in manuals with procedural user instruction at its 

core. 

An empirical study into the usability of and user preferences for Chinese versus Westerns 

ways of structuring the information in manuals did not reveal any significant differences 

between Chinese and Western participants in preferences and task execution, suggesting 

that the structural differences that manifest themselves in manuals may not be that 

important to users (Chapter 4).  

Visuals. Regarding the use of visuals in manuals and other documents, several researchers 

concluded that Asian documents contain more visuals than Western ones (Carroll & Delin, 

1998; Y. Wang et al., 2007; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). In line with this, user research 

suggests that Chinese users appreciate pictorial information more than German users do 

(Honold, 1999). Although somewhat speculative, this might be attributed to fundamental 

language differences: Chinese characters are pictographic scripts, while the Western 

alphabet is phonetic (Y. Wang & Wang, 2009). 
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Other findings involve the nature of visuals. Research suggests that visuals in American 

manuals are closely related to task performance, for instance with close-ups of a specific 

operation, whereas visuals in Chinese manuals often focus on overall product 

representations (Q. Wang, 2000). Furthermore, Asian manuals appear to have more 

diverting, cartoon-like visuals than Western manuals (Barnum & Li, 2006). As an example, 

one can think of a picture of a refrigerator sweating from cooling a heavy load. Researchers 

suggest that cartoon pictures “make difficult tasks seem like fun,” “create a friendly 

appearance” (Fukuoka et al., 1999, p. 169), and establish a good relationship with users 

(Dragga, 1999). Research also made clear that the effects of color differ between Chinese 

and German/Austrian users: Chinese users benefit more univocally from the use of (bright) 

colors than Germanic users (Hsieh & Hong, 2013; Kummer et al., 2016; Reinecke & 

Bernstein, 2011). 

Finally, research suggests that there may also be differences in the way visuals and text are 

combined in documents. In Chinese and other Asian documents, pictures may be loosely 

integrated in the text, without explicit textual references or even clear intrinsic 

relationships, whereas the alignment of text and visuals is more strictly regulated in 

Western documents (Barnum & Li, 2006; D. D. Ding, 2003; Dong, 2007; Maitra & 

Goswami, 1995; Q. Wang, 2000). This loose relationship between visuals and text may be 

framed in terms of high-context versus low-context cultures: Users from high-context 

cultures (like China) can fill in the context for visuals, while users from low-context 

cultures need specific clues about the relationship (Dong, 2007). Some Asian manuals, 

Japanese, for example, emphasize the importance of aesthetics as a way to build a good 

impression, whereas American manuals want visuals to be clear and comprehensible for 

readers to follow (Maitra & Goswami, 1995). Other researchers suggest that text and 

visuals in Chinese manuals are often complementary, while they tend to be redundant in 

Western manuals (Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009).  

Conclusion. In all, several cultural differences regarding structure, content, and visuals 

have been found. Many of the proposed differences seem to make sense and sound 

intriguing, but there is no hard evidence for their existence, and they are not consistently 

uncovered in all studies. What is more, the links with underlying cultural dimensions is not 

always clear. A large-scale formal content analysis systematically exploring the prevalence 

of the differences proposed so far and trying to relate the differences to more general 

cultural dimensions could be an important next step. 
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2.3 Methodology 

To answer our research question, we conducted a quantitative content analysis focusing on 

manuals for household appliances aimed at the general public. The industry of household 

appliances is developing fast both in China and in Western countries. Below, we will 

describe the sample of manuals used, the coding scheme, inter-coder reliability, and data 

analysis. 

2.3.1 Corpus: sample of manuals for household appliances 

For our study, we formed a sample of 50 Western and 50 Chinese manuals for household 

appliances. All manuals were designed in their own culture and published between 2007 

and 2016. A first step in the process was the selection of ten product categories, using three 

criteria: (1) products should not be too simple and should have enough functions (hair 

dryers, for instance, were excluded), (2) products should be popular in both cultures (rice 

cookers, for instance, were excluded), and (3) the range of products included should be 

diverse. This led to the following product categories: 

 Refrigerators 

 Washing machines  

 Water heaters 

 Vacuum cleaners 

 Air purifiers 

 Humidifiers 

 Food processors 

 Televisions 

 Space heaters 

 Wireless speakers 

For each product category, five Chinese brands were randomly selected from the top 10 

brands on a Chinese Web site (China Top 10 Brands) and five Western brands from a top 

10 American Web site (Consumer Reports). Only originally Chinese or Western brands 

were included. Finally, one manual for each brand was randomly chosen. All 50 Western 

manuals were available on the companies’ official Web sites. Of the Chinese manuals, 29 

were available on the companies’ official Web sites, 18 were found from other online 

sources (e.g., manual Web sites, WeChat, Weibo), and three printed manuals were used. 
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In total, the sample consisted of 1895 pages of Chinese and Western manuals. The Chinese 

manuals appeared to be significantly shorter in terms of numbers of pages than the Western 

ones (M = 14.2 vs. 23.7 pages; t-test, t = -2.96, df = 59.1, p < .005). 

2.3.2 Coding scheme 

The coding scheme for this research was largely based on the insights from previous 

studies. We translated the insights from those studies into codable manual characteristics. 

In addition, we did an open coding process of twenty manuals (ten Chinese and ten 

Western), to test the codability of the literature-based coding scheme and to complement 

the coding scheme with new potential differences that emerged from comparing the 

manuals. These twenty manuals were not part of the 100 manuals included in the main 

research. Table 2.2 presents the categories in the resulting coding scheme. 

Regarding content, we concentrated on the inclusion of elements that go beyond the core 

elements of a user manual (the procedural and declarative information supporting task 

execution). We looked for extra elements on the front page and further on in the manual. 

Regarding structure, we focused on structural markers such as headings, chunking of 

information, bulleted and numbered lists, tables, columns, and elements that stand out from 

the main text. Regarding visuals, we distinguished various types of visuals, and looked at 

their relationship with textual information. 

As can be seen in Table 2.2, we took into account that there are differences in length 

between Chinese and Western manuals. Recurring elements were counted and divided by 

the number of pages. Variations within structural elements and visuals were counted and 

divided by the total number of such structural or visual elements. For example, variations of 

headings (e.g., first-level headings) were counted and divided by the total number of 

headings. 

2.3.3 Reliability 

All coding of the manuals was done by the first author. To test the inter-coder reliability of 

the coding scheme, we asked a second coder, who just like the first author had both Chinese 

and English language proficiency, to code 10% of the sample. The manuals used by the 

second coder were sub-divided into content units, to facilitate the coding process and to 

make sure that the same segments were coded. In total, 852 segments were coded by the 

second coder. A Cohen’s kappa of .90 indicated a strong agreement between the two 

coders. 



 

 

Table 2.2 Coding Scheme 

Content: Front Page Content: Other Parts Structure Visuals 

Company name Copyright Total number of headings [p] Total number of visuals [p] 

Company logo Disclaimer First level heading [h] Photo [v] 

Company slogan Welcome message Second level heading [h] Screen capture [v] 

Company contact Advertisement Third level heading [h] Personification [v] 

Company service Safety information Fourth or higher level heading [h] Detailed depiction of human [v] 

Product name Technical information [p] Numbered heading [h] Pictogram [v] 

Product model Tips beyond the use of device [p] Heading marked by layout [h] Technical line drawing [v] 

Product series  Quality certificate Heading level unclear [h] Detail blow-up [v] 

Product picture Standards references [p] Different types of heading signs used [p] Circuit diagram [v] 

Manual name Troubleshooting section Three or more sentences with actions in one paragraph [p] User Interface icon [v] 

Manual table of content Warranty Three or more actions in one sentence [p] Others visual types [v] 

Manual instruction Environmental information [p] Mixed use of declarative and procedural information [p] Visual in declarative information [v] 

Manual language list Glossary Total number of lists [p] Visual in operational information [v] 

Other elements Index Ordered list [l] Redundant text-visual relationship [v] 

  Bulleted list [l] Non-redundant text-visual relationship [v] 

  Nested list [l] Decorative text-visual relationship [v] 

  Lists used to structure steps/actions [l]  

  Change of list bullet shape [l]  

  Tables [p]   

  Warning signs [p]   

  Columns  

Note. [p] = divided by the number of pages; [h] divided by the number of headings; [l] divided by the number of lists; [v] divided by the number of visuals. 
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2.3.4 Data analysis 

Codings were assigned in ATLAS.ti and exported to SPSS. Dichotomous variables (content 

elements that were either present or absent in a manual) were analyzed using χ2 tests. All 

other variables were analyzed using independent-sample t-tests. Looking for significant 

differences was only the beginning of our analysis. On the basis of the specific differences 

found per aspect (content, structure, visuals) we tried to infer more general, overarching 

differences between Chinese and Western manuals. 

2.4 Results 

As we included many variables in our analyses, we must be selective in the 

reporting of the results, and immediately try to make sense of their implications per 

aspect of the manual. We will start with the content elements, then the structure, 

and finally the visuals. 

2.4.1 Content: multiple versus single purpose 

Table 2.3 gives an overview of significant cultural differences regarding content elements. 

Our main conclusion on the basis of the differences found is that Chinese manuals are more 

likely to have multiple purposes than Western manuals. Multifunctionality is a common 

phenomenon in document design (De Jong & Wu, 2018; Schellens, De Jong, & Witteveen, 

1997), but Western manuals seem to limit themselves more univocally to the function of 

end user support than Chinese manuals do. This largely confirms the overall conclusions of 

one earlier study (Dong, 2007). Various specific differences hint in this direction.  

First, by including specialized technical information and circuit diagrams (Figure 2.1), 

Chinese manuals more often consider technical experts to be part of the target users as well 

(Barnum & Li, 2006; Dong, 2007; Q. Wang, 2000). 

    

Figure 2.1. Examples of circuit diagrams in Chinese manuals. 



 

 

Table 2.3 Significant Differences Regarding Content Elements 

 Chinese Manuals Western Manuals Significance Effect Size 

Inclusion of specialized target audiences     

  Technical information [p] 0.12 (0.13) 0.03 (0.05) p < .01 Cohen’s d = 0.85 

  Circuit diagrams [v] 0.04 (0.09) 0.01 (0.03) p < .05 Cohen’s d = 2.50 

Advertisements and corporate information     

  Product advertisements 70% 20% p < .01 Phi = 0.50 

  Company name on the front page 72% 20% p < .01 Phi = 0.52  

  Company slogan on the front page 36% 10% p < .01 Phi = 0.31 

  Product name on the front page 86% 54% p < .01 Phi = 0.35 

  Manual name on the front page 98% 78% p < .01 Phi = 0.31 

Quality reassurance     

  Quality certificate 36% 2% p < .01 Phi = 0.43 

  Standards references [p] 0.32 (0.30) 0.10 (0.16) p < .01 Cohen’s d = 0.89 

Information stretching the concept of user support     

  Tips beyond the use of the device [p] 0.04 (0.08) 0.01 (0.03) p < .05 Cohen’s d = 0.44 

Relationship with users     

  Instructions for manual use on the front page 72% 38% p < .01 Phi = 0.34 

  Welcome message 66% 46% p < .05 Phi = 0.20 

Legal information     

  Copyright information 18% 86% p < .01 Phi = 0.68 

  Warranty 47% 70% p < .05 Phi = 0.22 

Note. [p] = divided by the number of pages; [v] divided by the number of visuals. 
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Second, Chinese manuals more often include corporate information and advertisements 

(Figure 2.2) (Y. Wang et al., 2007), quality reassurance (Figure 2.3), and tips beyond the 

use of the device than Western manuals. Examples of the latter include recipes for food 

processors, knowledge about relative humidity for humidifiers, types of indoor and outdoor 

pollutants for air purifiers, and proper food storage temperatures for refrigerators. 

          

Figure 2.2. Example of an advertisement in a Chinese manual (plus translation). 

   

Figure 2.3. Example of a quality certificate and standards reference in a Chinese manual. 

Third, Chinese manuals make more explicit attempts to build and maintain a good 

relationship with the user than Western manuals do (Barnum & Li, 2006; Dong, 2007), 

specifically by welcome messages (Figure 2.4) and explanations of the use of the manual. 

 

Figure 2.4. Example and translation of welcoming information in a Chinese manual. 

The only type of “extra” content that can be found more in Western than in Chinese 

manuals involves legal information (warranty texts and copyright information). This may 

reflect different legal practices between China and Western countries. Contrary to earlier 

research (Barnum & Li, 2006), we did not find differences in the prevalence of safety 

information between Chinese and Western manuals. 

Do you still remember the joy when Mom bathed us in childhood?  

With mother’s care, our delicate skins enjoyed the comfortable warm water. 

Thoughtful, comfortable, safe, warm, and cheerful ... 

This is the greatest love in the world! 

We pay special attention to this love, 

committed to creating the water heater we want, 

which can make this great love last… 

My new owner: 

I hope you enjoy your purchase!  

I am “oxygen bar” F720, an air purification humidifier from XXX 

family. I like fresh and healthy air, ready to provide you, my owner, 

with purified air and scientific humidity. I believe that You, my 

owner choose “oxygen bar” most probably because of my ability to 

do so~ 
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2.4.2 Structure: fuzzy versus rigid 

Table 2.4 summarizes the significant cultural differences regarding structure. The main 

conclusion here is that the structure of Chinese manuals seems to be fuzzier and less rigid 

than that of Western manuals. In contrast to earlier research (Barnum & Li, 2006), we did 

not find differences in the total number of headings. Differences involve the levels of 

headings: Chinese manuals appear to be flatter (with more first-level headings) than 

Western manuals (with more third- and higher-level headings). Despite the flatter structure, 

Chinese manuals use more types of heading signs. Heading signs refer to signals that help 

readers identify headings from the main text, including font size, numbers, underlining, 

shades, or colors (Figure 2.5). The variety of heading signs, then, is based on other 

considerations than the way the manual is organized and may even be more or less random. 

 

Figure 2.5. Examples of heading signs. 

Also in contrast with earlier research (Barnum & Li, 2006), the total number of lists is 

higher in Chinese manuals than in Western manuals. However, we found a different usage 

of lists. Chinese manuals contain relatively many nested lists that are more or less 

integrated in the text (Figure 2.6), while Western manuals use lists as simple standout 

elements in the text, often to structure steps in procedural information. 

 

Figure 2.6. Example of a nested list in a Chinese manual. 



 

 

Table 2.4 Significant Differences Regarding Structure 

 Chinese Manuals Western Manuals Significance Effect Size 

Headings     

  First level headings [h] 0.63 (0.29) 0.47 (0.29) p < .05 Cohen’s d = 0.55 

  Third level headings [h] 0.05 (0.10) 0.12 (0.18) p < .05 Cohen’s d = 0.48 

  Fourth or higher level headings [h] 0.00 (0.00) 0.03 (0.08) p < .05 Cohen’s d = 0.53 

  Different types of heading signs used [p] 0.16 (0.11) 0.10 (0.10) p < .05 Cohen’s d = 0.57 

Lists     

  Total number of lists 2.18 (1.94) 1.56 (1.14) p < .05 Cohen’s d = 0.39 

  Nested lists [l] 0.12 (0.11) 0.06 (0.07) p < .01 Cohen’s d = 0.65 

  Lists used to structure steps/actions [l] 0.15 (0.12) 0.23 (0.17) p < .05 Cohen’s d = 0.54 

  Bulleted lists [l] 0.38 (0.28) 0.50 (0.26) p < .05 Cohen’s d = 0.44 

Meaningful chunks of information     

  Mixed use of declarative and operational information [p] 0.19 (0.26) 0.07 (0.12) p < .01 Cohen’s d = 0.59 

  Three or more sentences with actions in one paragraph [p] 0.20 (0.26) 0.10 (0.14) p < .05 Cohen’s d = 0.48 

  Three or more actions in one sentence [p] 0.15 (0.20) 0.02 (0.05) p < .01 Cohen’s d = 0.89 

  Warning signs [p] 0.38 (0.40) 0.60 (0.34) p < .01 Cohen’s d = 0.59 

Other structural elements     

  Tables [p] 0.29 (0.21) 0.17 (0.21) p < .01 Cohen’s d = 0.57 

  Columns (one versus more than one) 94% – 6%  44% – 56%  p < .01 Phi = 0.54 

Note. [p] = divided by the number of pages; [h] divided by the number of headings; [l] divided by the number of lists. 
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Regarding the chunking of information, traditionally one of the cornerstones of instructive 

communication (Van der Meij et al., 2009), Chinese manuals appear to be less rigid than 

Western manuals. This can be seen in terms of mixtures of declarative and procedural 

information, in combinations of three or more actions sentences in one paragraph, and in in 

combinations of three or more actions in one sentence (Figure 2.7). In addition, we found 

that Chinese manuals tend to contain fewer standout warning messages alerting users 

ofdangers. This confirms insights from earlier research stressing the holistic nature of 

Chinese documents (Barnum & Li, 2006; D. D. Ding, 2003; Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. Wang 

& Wang, 2009; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). 

        

Figure 2.7. Examples of several action sentences in a paragraph and several actions in a 

sentence (Western manuals). 

Finally, we found some differences regarding the use of columns and tables. Chinese 

manuals are significantly more often designed in a one-column format than Western 

manuals. This might be explained by the holistic orientation of Chinese people (Barnum & 

Li, 2006), as a multiple-column format may be seen as disrupting the flow of a page. 

Chinese manuals also contain significantly more tables than Western manuals. It is unclear 

how that preference can be explained. 

Our results appear to contradict earlier suggestions that Chinese manuals compared to 

Western ones are less structured and lack structural elements such as headings or lists 

(Barnum & Li, 2006; D. D. Ding, 2003; Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; 

Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). In fact, considering the larger numbers of lists and tables and the 

equal number of headings we found, our results suggest that Chinese manuals use more 

structural elements than Western manuals do. The differences seem to involve the way 

structural elements are applied. Western manuals strive for clear and univocal hierarchies, 

try to chunk information into meaningful and useful units, and make procedural steps and 

warnings stand out from the text. Chinese manuals, despite the use of structural elements, 

have a fuzzier structure, pay less attention to hierarchy in the overall structure, tend to be 

less strict in chunking information, and are more reluctant with standout elements. Many of 

the structural differences thus seem to involve the organization of information rather than 

the use of structural elements. 
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2.4.3 Visual: entertaining versus functional 

Table 2.5 presents the significant cultural differences regarding the use of visuals. In 

contrast to earlier studies (Carroll & Delin, 1998; Y. Wang et al., 2007; Zhu & St.Amant, 

2007), we did not find that Chinese manuals contain more visuals than Western manuals. 

However, our results showed some differences in the prevalence of certain types of visuals 

(Figure 2.8). Western manuals tend to contain relatively many product visuals that have a 

clear function in supporting user instructions, specifically detail blow ups showing 

amplified parts of a product or action and technical line drawings displaying specific 

features of a complex product. Chinese manuals contain more decorative and human 

visuals, such as cartoons, cartoons with personifications (e.g., the product with a face), and 

pictures with more or less detailed human figures in them. In Chinese manuals it is often 

possible to infer the gender or age of humans depicted; in Western manuals humans tend to 

be more abstract, possibly to avoid stereotyping or to make them compatible with (abstract) 

product depictions. These observations are in line with earlier findings, indicating that 

Chinese visuals are often intended to create a friendly atmosphere and contribute to a good 

relationship with users (Barnum & Li, 2006; Carroll & Delin, 1998; Q. Wang, 2000).  

Furthermore, Chinese manuals contain more visuals related to declarative information than 

Western manuals do. No differences were found for visuals related to procedural 

information.  

Regarding the relationship between visuals and text, our results do not show any 

differences. Earlier studies claimed that the integration between text and visuals is loose in 

Chinese manuals as neither labeling nor placement is used to underline their relationships 

(Barnum & Li, 2006; D. D. Ding, 2003; Dong, 2007; Maitra & Goswami, 1995; Q. Wang, 

2000). We found that, both in Chinese and Western manuals, it is not difficult to pinpoint 

related texts and visuals. We also found that manuals in both cultures have similar 

proportions of redundant (similar information in text and pictures), non-redundant (different 

information in text and pictures), and decorating (pictures are used to decorate the page) 

relationships between text and visuals. 

We also did not find any differences regarding color. Earlier research suggested that 

Chinese documents are more colorful than Western ones (Hsieh & Hong, 2013; Kummer et 

al., 2016; Reinecke & Bernstein, 2011), but our results do not support this.



 

 

Table 2.5 Significant Differences Regarding Visuals 

 Chinese 

Manuals 

Western 

Manuals 

Significance Effect Size 

Visual types     

  Technical line drawings [v] 0.46 (0.31) 0.65 (0.34) p < .01 Cohen’s d = 0.58 

  Detail blow ups [v] 0.01 (0.02) 0.03 (0.05) p < .01 Cohen’s d = 0.53 

  Pictures with detailed human figures [v] 0.02 (0.04) 0.00 (0.01) p < .01 Cohen’s d = 0.69 

  Cartoons [v]  0.22 (0.27) 0.06 (0.17) p < .01 Cohen’s d = 0.71 

  Cartoons with personification [v] 0.10 (0.20) 0.00 (0.00) p < .01 Cohen’s d = 0.71 

Placement     

  Visuals in declarative information [v] 0.53 (0.26) 0.40 (0.30) p < .05 Cohen’s d = 0.46 

Note. [v] = divided by the number of visuals. 

     

(a)               (b)          (c)            (d)           (e)  

Figure 2.8. Examples of visuals: (a) Detail blow up, (b) Technical line drawing, (c) Cartoon, (d) Cartoon with personification, (e) Picture 

with human figure. 
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2.5 Discussion 

To systematically investigate differences between Chinese and Western manuals, we 

conducted a large-scale content analysis of 50 Chinese and 50 Western manuals for 

household appliances. Focusing on content, structure, and visuals, we compared the 

Chinese and Western manuals using a long listing of features, based on earlier research 

findings. On the basis of the specific differences found, we tried to formulate more generic 

cultural differences. In this section, we first give an overview of our main findings. After 

that, we discuss the theoretical and practical implications, followed by limitations, 

suggestions for future research, and a conclusion. 

2.5.1 Main findings 

Our research revealed differences between Chinese and Western manuals on all three 

aspects (content, structure, and visuals). Most of our results confirm earlier research 

findings, but not all earlier findings are corroborated by our study.  

Regarding content, we conclude that the content of Chinese manuals is less confined by the 

function of providing instructions to end users. Compared to Western manuals, Chinese 

manuals more often also contain information aimed at technical experts, provide more 

corporate and marketing information, and more explicitly build on a lasting relationship 

with the user of the product. The genre boundaries of user manuals are thus less strict in 

Chinese manuals than in Western manuals. This made us characterize the difference in 

terms of multifunctionality: Chinese manuals tend to have multiple purposes, whereas 

Western manuals more often have the single purpose of instructing end users. The latter, 

however, may be subject to change: The increased attention for user experience might have 

similar consequences for Western manuals. 

Regarding structure, we found that Chinese manuals differ from Western manuals in that 

they are less rigid in hierarchical structures, use fewer elements that stand out from the text, 

and do not always chunk information according to their functionality. Chinese manuals 

show less hierarchy in headings, and use a wider variety of layout features to signal 

headings. Lists and warning information are more often integrated in the text. And 

information is not always chunked in the ways Western technical communicators would do, 

separating declarative from procedural information, and clearly distinguishing between 

procedural steps using lists, new paragraphs, or new sentences. Many of the findings of 

previous studies are confirmed by these results, but the most simple and straightforward 

assumptions were not: Chinese manuals do not user fewer headings and lists; they only use 



 

-32- 

them differently. Chinese technical communicators acknowledge that manuals need 

structural elements, but at the same time seem to have a holistic perspective on manuals. 

Regarding visuals, our research findings reject the common assumption that Chinese 

manuals contain more visuals than Western ones. We mainly found a difference in types of 

visuals used: Where Western manuals predominantly contain functional images, visualizing 

the product, the tasks, and an abstract user, Chinese manuals frequently choose for playful 

and entertaining visuals and highlight the human aspect in visuals more.  

2.5.2 Theoretical and practical implications 

Our research revealed undeniable differences between Chinese and Western manuals. 

However, it remains to be seen how important the cultural differences are for the quality of 

user instructions. The most striking differences in content and visuals do not seem to 

involve the primary functionality of user instructions (helping users to understand and use 

the device), but are related to image and relationship building and creating a pleasant 

atmosphere. The role of user instructions contributing to creating a product or brand image, 

building a lasting relationship, and creating an atmosphere has so far been underexposed in 

the literature on technical communication (De Jong, Yang, & Karreman, 2017). It may be a 

cultural difference in itself that Chinese manuals seem to pay more attention to these 

aspects. Regarding structure, it seems questionable whether Chinese users will be 

disadvantaged by the stricter hierarchy, the more rigid chunking of information, and the 

standout elements in the text. As a matter of fact, one earlier user study already showed that 

a Chinese or Western-based structuring of user instructions had no effect on the task 

performance and appreciation of both Western and Chinese users (Chapter 4). It should be 

noted, however, that the structural differences implemented in the experimental materials in 

that study did not entirely reflect the insights that resulted from this content analysis. In all, 

there may be reasons to assume that the cultural differences in user manuals may be less 

important than previously assumed, and that a “community of practice” (Eckert, 2006) has 

emerged in which users have a more or less universal perspective on the usability—not 

necessarily on the user experience—of user instructions. 

How do our findings relate to more generic conceptions of cultural differences in the 

context of technical communication? Even though Hofstede’s value-based cultural 

dimensions (Hofstede, 2001; Hofstede et al., 2010), have been a prominent theoretical 

approach in technical communication and interface design (Aladwani, 2013; Chun et al., 

2015; Marcus & Gould, 2000; Reinecke & Bernstein, 2011, 2013), we do not think that any 

of the differences found connects well to them. Instead, we think two related cultural 

dimensions might be used to make sense of the differences between Chinese and Western 
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manuals. These dimensions may be helpful in reaching a deeper understanding of the 

Chinese and Western technical communicators. 

The first dimension involves thinking patterns and worldview, distinguishing between 

holistic and analytic thinking. This is a fundamentally different perspective on life, which 

seems to apply to all imaginable contexts, but it is not a value-based difference and cannot 

be placed anywhere in Hofstede’s onion model. Chinese people have a more holistic way of 

thinking, stressing the bigger picture and caring less about breaking down phenomena into 

smaller units. The bigger picture is an overall impression; it is the starting point, and not a 

network of meaningfully connected smaller units. Western people have a more analytic way 

of thinking, believing that breaking down phenomena in smaller meaningful units will be 

helpful in making sense. If Western think of the bigger picture, it is often the result of 

connecting their sensemaking of smaller units. Many of our findings illustrate this 

difference. Regarding content and visuals, Chinese do not necessarily see the user manual 

as a clearly demarcated entity in the user experience, with a fixed and limited set of 

functions. As a result, Chinese manuals may have content that is less likely to appear in 

Western manuals. Regarding structure, Chinese manuals seem to be less committed to 

making the hierarchy of content explicit and breaking down instructions into useful and 

usable chunks. At face value the structural elements are there, but they mainly contribute to 

the overall impression, rather than facilitating users to break down actions into small steps. 

The second dimension involves the clarity, comprehensiveness, and impact of guidelines 

and specifications. This is in line with Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner’s (Trompenaars 

& Hampden-Turner, 1993) distinction between universalism and particularism. However, 

we would argue that is not only the following of rules that makes a difference here, but also 

the rules themselves. Where Western manuals seem to value clear and strictly functional 

specifications, Chinese manuals tend to be more loosely connected to such specifications. 

This applies to the selection of content, the application of structuring principles, and the 

choice of visuals. We propose the distinction between analog and digital cultures for this. 

Digital cultures strive for binary systems of guidelines and specifications that are all 

applied; analog cultures tend to see guidelines and specifications as more or less fluid, at 

best as helpful suggestions. 

It is hard to say whether the differences we found also reflect differences in the state of 

development of Chinese and Western technical communication. Western technical 

communication has a long tradition, in which expository approaches to writing user 

instructions gradually developed into research-based instructional approaches (Van der 

Meij et al., 2009). In China, technical communication as a discipline is now beginning to 

emerge, after several initiatives in the past decades (Barnum & Li, 2006; Barnum et al., 
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2001; D. D. Ding & Jablonski, 2001; H. Ding, 2010; Tegtmeier, Thompson, Smith, 

Scroggs, & Dragga, 1999). Although academic developments are going fast in China, it is 

imaginable that the further development of an instructional style optimally supporting users 

is still on its way. This might account for some of the differences in structuring information 

we found. Only user research can shed more light on this. 

2.5.3 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

It is important to keep in mind that our study had a number of limitations. First of all, our 

research was limited to written user manuals for household appliances. It would be 

interesting to see whether the findings are the same for different types of user instructions, 

such as the instructions for large software packages (in which the need to provide user-

friendly structure may place higher demands on the manual) or instructions for professional 

devices (in which visuals may need to have a more businesslike atmosphere). It would also 

be interesting to explore cultural differences in different genres of user support, such as 

video instructions (Van der Meij, 2018; Van der Meij & Van der Meij, 2013). 

Second, our coding scheme was largely based on earlier research. This can be seen as a 

strength, because we could build on earlier insights available. However, it is also a 

weakness, as a more open coding process could have helped us to detect differences that 

were completely overlooked by previous research. A large-scale, systematic but more open-

ended content analysis of Chinese and Western manuals might shed more light on this. 

Third, we had to leave out style and formulation aspects in our study. It would simply be 

too hard to reliably include stylistic variations in our quantitative research. Simply 

comparing formulation characteristics in Western and Chinese instructions will not do; it is 

important to have a reference point of what is normal language use in Western countries 

and China (which seems to be impossible to reach). Still, style and formulation may make a 

lot of difference in cultural differences. Future research could take a translation perspective 

here, carefully analyzing how bilingual translators transform Chinese instructions into 

Western instructions, and vice versa. 

Finally, it is important to stress that the users’ perspective is, by default, missing in a 

content analysis. Systematically investigating how Chinese and Western users judge and 

use Chinese and Western user instructions will be an important next step in the research on 

cultural differences in the domain of technical communication. 
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3.1 Introduction 

Many technical communicators work in international environments nowadays. A 

significant challenge facing them is to communicate effectively with colleagues from 

various cultural backgrounds and to design user documents that are in line with the 

requirements of customers from different cultures. A lack of understanding of the cultural 

differences may result in miscommunication. In this article, we focus on differences 

between Chinese and Western user documentation. Many articles have been published 

about differences between communication in China and in the Western world; sometimes 

comparing these two cultures, sometimes comparing specific groups within these cultures. 

Based on the results of these studies, it is concluded that literally translating functional 

documents, such as user instructions, from one language into another does not result in 

documents that are optimally usable (Barnum & Li, 2006; St.Amant, 2016; Ulijn & 

Strother, 2012). These documents need to be localized, adjusted to the target group’s 

culture. 

Literature in the field of technical communication shows that target groups from China and 

the Western world may have different perceptions of ‘good’ or ‘effective’ documents 

(St.Amant, 2001a, p. 386). Their preferences seem to differ with regard to, among other 

things, the structure of a document (Ulijn & Strother, 2012) and the comprehension of the 

visuals (Y. Wang et al., 2007). The opinions of Chinese and Western target groups seem to 

differ on the acceptability and usability of documents as well (Sun, 2002), and even on their 

attitudes towards what is ethical or legal (St.Amant, 2001a). In addition, studies also reveal 

different design strategies between Chinese and Western manuals (Barnum & Li, 2006; Y. 

Wang & Wang, 2009).  

However, little is known about technical communicators’ perspective on cultural 

differences between user documentation and on how to face the challenge of localizing 

these documents. This article aims to shed more light on the opinions of Chinese 

practitioners in the field of technical communication. Their ideas about the differences 

between Chinese and Western target groups of user documentation, about the differences 

between user documentation designed in different cultures and about their localization 

activities are investigated. 
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3.2 Literature Review: Differences Between Chinese and Western User 

Manuals 

Previous studies in the field of technical communication on differences between China and 

the Western world have primarily focused on differences between the content, structure and 

style of user instructions, and the use of visuals in the instructions. 

With regard to the content of user instructions, study results have indicated that Chinese 

manuals include more information types that are not directly related to tasks or actions the 

user needs to perform. For example, Chinese documents seem to include more 

advertisements and welcoming messages (Dong, 2007). Furthermore, it seems not unusual 

that Chinese manuals include information for different target groups. They are not always 

only targeted to end users, but sometimes also to technicians, since another study showed 

that more technical information is to be found in Chinese manuals (Q. Wang, 2000). A 

recent content analysis study in which 50 Chinese user manuals for a variety of household 

appliances were compared with 50 user manuals from Western origin confirmed these 

earlier results (Chapter 2). 

Study results with regard to the structure of Chinese and Western documents are not 

conclusive. Some researchers concluded that in Chinese documents fewer structure markers 

such as headings and lists are used, because Chinese readers try to connect everything 

together (Barnum & Li, 2006). However, other study results indicated that similar 

organizational strategies are applied in Chinese and Western documents (Dong, 2007). The 

results of the recently conducted content analysis study showed a more nuanced view of 

differences regarding structure: About the same number of structural elements is used in 

user instructions from both cultures, but these elements are less explicitly and 

systematically used in Chinese user instructions. The authors concluded that, overall, 

Chinese manuals have a ‘fuzzier’ structure than Western manuals (Chapter 2). 

The most significant difference related to the style of user instructions that is proposed by 

earlier studies is that the style of Chinese manuals is more implicit and less direct than the 

style of Western manuals. This is exemplified by shorter task descriptions (Q. Wang, 2000), 

less clearly identified actions (D. D. Ding, 2003), indirect suggestions instead of direct 

recommendations (Barnum & Li, 2006), and less specified tools for tasks (Q. Wang, 2000). 

Another difference mentioned in earlier studies is related to politeness. It is suggested that 

the preferred style of Chinese documents is formal, and that formality is used to express 

politeness and respect. The preferred style of Western documents is suggested to be 
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relatively informal; a conversational tone is expected to be more appropriate for Western 

documents (Barnum & Li, 2006). 

The results of several studies have indicated that more visuals can be found in Chinese user 

instructions than in Western instructions(Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009). 

Furthermore, study results indicated that the relation between visuals and the accompanying 

text is less clear in Chinese user instructions (Barnum & Li, 2006; Q. Wang, 2000). 

However, the results of the previously mentioned content analysis could not confirm these 

earlier results: no differences were found between the number of visuals and the extent to 

which visuals are integrated with the text. The results of this recent study, however, showed 

that different types of visuals are used in Chinese user instructions than in Western user 

instructions (Chapter 2). More cartoon-like figures are used in Chinese manuals and more 

detailed pictures of how a task should be performed are found in Western manuals. These 

results indicate that Chinese manuals also have an entertaining function, while Western 

manuals’ functions are restricted to informing and instructing. 

Summarizing, studies have indicated that there are many differences between Chinese and 

Western manuals, but the study results are not always conclusive. Apart from this, it is 

unclear if Chinese technical communicators recognize these differences, what their 

opinions are about these differences and how they take these differences into account when 

designing manuals for different target groups from different cultures. 

3.3 Method 

3.3.1 Participants 

Twenty Chinese practitioners in the field of technical communication voluntarily 

participated in this study; they did not receive an incentive. They were interviewed by the 

first author of this paper, who is a native speaker of Chinese. The interviewees were 

recruited via social media: WeChat groups related to the field. They were selected based on 

two criteria. The first was that they should have experience writing and/or translating 

manuals in Chinese as well as in English, to ensure that they were familiar with 

intercultural target groups. The second criterion was that they should have been working in 

the field of technical communication for at least two years to ensure they that had sufficient 

experience and knowledge. 

Seven male and 13 female practitioners participated. They were on average 34 years old 

(SD = 5.5). They had been working in the field for 6.5 years on average (SD = 2.8). The 



 

-41- 

primary task of 17 out of the 20 interviewees was to write manuals, the other three 

interviewees’ main task was to translate manuals. Eight interviewees acted as a team leader 

or manager as well. Almost half of the interviewees (9) had an educational background in 

engineering, about the same number (8) had an interdisciplinary educational background, 

and only three interviewees had a language oriented educational background. The majority 

(15) of the interviewees held a master’s degree, the others held a bachelor’s degree. 

3.3.2 Procedure and interview themes 

All interviews were conducted face-to-face in mainland China. Before the interview started, 

the interviewees were informed about the interview topics and goals, there were told that 

the interview would be audio recorded, and they were asked to sign an informed-consent 

form.  

The interview was conducted in a semi-structured way. In all interviews, questions about 

four different themes were asked, but not necessarily in exactly the same order. The first, 

broad theme encompassed several questions to get insight in the interviewees’ opinions on 

what they considered to be their most important professional skills and in their opinions on 

the relation between technical writing, localizing and translating. The second theme 

encompassed questions about the assumed differences between Chinese and Western 

manuals, including, but not limited to differences related to the content, structure and style 

of manuals, and the use of visuals. The third theme encompassed questions about the 

assumed differences between Chinese and Western manual users. The final theme was 

about translation and localization. Questions were asked about issues that interviewees 

considered to be important when being involved in translation and localization activities.  

At the end of the interview, the interviewees were asked to write down some demographic 

information (age, work experience, educational background). The interviews took one hour 

and a quarter (75 minutes) on average, ranging from 52 minutes to 125 minutes. 

3.3.3 Data analysis 

All interviews were transcribed verbatim by the interviewer (first author). Then, the data 

were analysed using an inductive approach. The first author started with reading through a 

number of interviews, tagging fragments that seemed to be relevant. Gradually, she 

generated a codebook consisting of codes related to the interview themes and some other 

emerging topics. The codebook was finalised in consultation with the other authors. The 

codebook comprised five main categories: 
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 Differences between Chinese and Western users; 

 Differences between Chinese and Western manuals; 

 Relations between technical writing and localization; 

 Important issues in localization; 

 Work practice experiences related to localization. 

Apart from the five main categories, a category ‘remaining topics’ was defined. All 

categories comprised several subcategories. An example of a subcategory within the main 

category of ‘differences between Chinese and Western users’ is ‘the extent to which users 

rely on manuals.’ The main category of ‘differences between Chinese and Western 

manuals’ comprised the subcategories ‘content’, ‘structure’, ‘style’ and ‘visuals.’ Examples 

of subcategories of the category ‘relations between technical writing and localization’ are 

‘the two field are integrated’ and ‘the two fields are separated’. Examples of subcategories 

of the two last main categories are respectively ‘translation of concepts’ and ‘use of tools 

and style sheets.’ 

After finalising the codebook, two complete interviews (67 fragments) were randomly 

selected to be coded, using the finalised codebook, by the first author and a second, 

independent, coder, who was also a native speaker of Chinese. Since the results showed that 

the interrater reliability was good (Cohen’s Kappa = 0.84), the codebook was not changed 

and the other interviews were coded by the first author, using the software application 

ATLAS.ti. 

3.4 Results 

3.4.1 Technical communicators’ opinions on the importance of cultural skills 

Out of the twenty interviewees, 19 were of the opinion that technical writing and 

localization are closely related. Some of them considered the two fields to be merged and 

did not see any clear borders between them. More than half of the interviewees stated that 

technical writers should take localization issues into account when writing a manual. They 

thought that for writing a manual and for localizing, the same skills were needed: the ability 

to use language and product knowledge to help the targeted users understand the product. 

They considered cultural skills to be very important nowadays, to be able to optimally 

target a manual to the intended users:  

The skill of cross-cultural understanding is quite essential. Only by considering the 

habits of the local society is it possible to design or localize manuals that are more 

acceptable to the users. (#06, Male, 10 years of experience) 
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Localization […] is not simple language conversion but transfer of a cultural 

context. (#15, Male, 6 years of experience) 

Five interviewees mentioned that improper localization could directly contribute to a 

company’s failure to enter a foreign target market: 

Some Chinese companies had trouble in entering the overseas market because 

foreign users could not understand the manual. (#09, Female, 6 years of experience) 

Most interviewees considered cultural skills important, not only for being able to write 

manuals for users from different cultures, but also to be able to function as a competent 

professional. For them, it was likely to participate in virtual teams and collaborate with 

professionals from other cultures. About half of the interviewees had experienced 

differences in communication practices across cultures: 

Chinese R&D professionals expect technical writers to extract meanings from the 

conversation with them, while Western R&D professionals describe what they need 

into detail. So, methods need to be changed when talking to people from different 

cultures. (#19, Female, 10 years of experience) 

So, the interviewees were aware of cultural differences between China and Western 

cultures and they considered it important to take these differences into account when 

designing manuals and when collaborating with colleagues from other cultures. 

3.4.2 Technical communicators’ opinions on differences between Chinese and 

Western manual users 

Most interviewees shared the opinion that Chinese people had different expectations from 

manuals than Western people. Overall, they assumed that Western users prefer long and 

detailed manuals and that Chinese users preferred shorter manuals. Fourteen interviewees 

stated that they considered Chinese users to be less dependent on manuals for operating 

devices than Western users. They thought that in general, Western users read manuals 

carefully and that Chinese users do not read them at all. They also assumed that when 

Western users encountered a problem while operating a device, they would consult the 

manual to try to solve their problem and that Chinese users would try to find someone who 

could help them or call a help desk. They related this to the difference between the 

individualistic Western cultures and the collectivistic Chinese culture, where relationships 

are more important: 
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The reason why Chinese people prefer to call the help desk is that they can 

incidentally promote friendly relations with the service personnel. (#09, Female, 6 

years of experience) 

Related to the previous assumption is the assumption that Western users prefer 

comprehensive manuals that are well-structured, so they can easily find the information 

they need. Chinese users, on the other hand, are supposed to prefer shorter manuals that 

they can read entirely. Three interviewees made remarks similar to this one: 

Western users are accustomed to navigating contents by the index while Chinese 

users generally read the manual by sequence. (#01, Male, 10 years of experience) 

Another related assumption is that six interviewees thought that for Western users, manuals 

were purely functional documents that they used to be able to operate a device properly, 

while Chinese users expected to be entertained by a manual:  

It is enjoyable to see beautiful visuals in a manual. But I think Western users only 

read manuals to solve problems and that they would never regard manuals to be 

entertaining. (#03, Female, 3 years of experience) 

Five of the interviewees referred to another difference related to the expectations of manual 

users. They explained that in China, it is the users’ responsibility to understand the manual, 

while in the Western world, technical communicators bear the responsibility to design 

manuals that are easy to use. They considered this to be the main reason for Western 

manuals to be long and comprehensive, and Chinese manuals to be short and less detailed. 

3.4.3 Technical communicators’ opinions on differences on Chinese and 

Western manuals 

The interviewees spent most time describing perceived differences between Chinese and 

Western manuals. They mentioned several differences related to the content of manuals, to 

the structure, to the writing style and to the use of visuals.  

Content. Overall, the interviewees assumed that Western manuals were more 

comprehensive and detailed than Chinese manuals, but they did not mention many specific 

differences with regard to the content of manuals. About half of the participants stated that 

due to different laws and regulations, legal and safety information in Chinese manuals 

differed from legal and safety information in Western manuals. Furthermore, somewhat 

contradictory to the overall assumption that Western manuals are more comprehensive, two 

interviewees stated that there are more technical terms and technical details present in 

Chinese manuals. Their explanation was that Chinese manuals are often written by 
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technicians. Another interviewee pointed out that she thought that Chinese manuals 

included more information that is not directly relevant to operating the device. This is in 

line with the assumption that Chinese users would like to be entertained reading a manual.  

Structure. The interviewees’ opinions on differences between the structure of Chinese and 

Western manuals were more articulated. Thirteen interviewees stated that Chinese and 

Western manuals were differently structured. Six of them stated that the structure of 

Chinese manuals was less explicitly marked and therefore, less logical, because fewer 

conjunctions and other structure markers are used in Chinese: 

In English, several conjunctions such as ‘while’ and ‘then’ are used to indicate the 

sequence of events, but in Chinese, steps are described without these words. 

Therefore, the manual might be less logical to the user. (#12, Female, 11 years of 

experience) 

Two others agreed with them about the assumption that fewer structure markers were used, 

but they did not think that this resulted in a less logical structure. They thought that both 

ways of structuring the manuals were consistent with their own culture. 

Four other interviewees mentioned that the overall structure of Chinese documents is 

different from the structure of Western documents:  

The structure is totally different. Western manuals show the main idea at first, but 

Chinese show it last. (#09, Female, 6 years of experience) 

These interviewees assumed that Chinese user documentation is inductively structured (first 

argumentation/description, followed by the main idea/conclusion) and Western user 

documentation deductively (first the main idea/conclusion, followed by 

argumentation/description). However, five others did not agree. They were of the opinion 

that all users prefer the same structure: first familiar information, then unfamiliar 

information. This helps readers to build up a mental model of the text: 

Manuals should be organized from easy to difficult […]. Then, it is easier for the 

reader to accept and understand a new concept. (# 08, Female, 2 years of experience) 

Five interviewees characterized the differences with regard to structure in a different way. 

They assumed that Chinese manuals were more product-oriented and that Western manuals 

were more task-oriented. This assumption is related to the assumption that Western users 

primarily use manuals to solve problems and that they need to be able to find the 

information they need quickly, while Chinese users expect that they must read a complete 

manual to be able to understand how to operate a device: 
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The way of thinking of Western users is problem-based and they expect to be able to 

solve problems with the help of the manual’s explicit explanations. We, Chinese 

people, think more product-based and we expect to understand what our task is, 

based on the description. (#22, Male, 6 years of experience) 

Style. Not many differences with regard to style were mentioned. Some participants 

described the Chinese writing style as somewhat vaguer and less precise than the Western 

style. This assumption is strongly related to assumptions on structural differences, as the 

use of less conjunctions in Chinese or the presence of more detailed task descriptions in 

Western manuals.  

Two interviewees referred to another style difference. They perceived Chinese manuals as 

more polite: 

In Chinese manuals, ‘please’ is used many times for modesty and politeness, but 

writers of Western manuals show equal status with the user. (#03, Female, 3 years of 

experience) 

Visuals. With regard to visuals, the majority of the interviewees assumed that all users, 

Chinese and Western, preferred visuals in manuals over text, because they thought that 

visuals would reduce complexity: 

All people prefer to read a simple manual, so the ideal manual is one with less text 

and more graphics. (#06, Male, TW, 10 years of experience) 

Four interviewees assumed that there are different types of visuals in Chinese manuals than 

in Western manuals. More specifically, they thought that there are more cartoon-like 

visuals in Asian manuals. They indicated that the use of cartoons originates in Japanese 

documents, but that they are also commonly used in other eastern Asian cultures. In 

addition to this, several remarks were made about the use of different colours in Chinese 

and Western user documentation, because of the different meanings of colours in various 

cultures. 

Furthermore, five interviewees stated that visuals in Chinese manuals are often less well-

designed and professional, because there are less graphic design tools available in China for 

technical communicators and because, in general, the standards for design in China are not 

as high as in the Western world. 
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3.4.4 Technical communicators’ localization activities 

The previous results show that the interviewees considered it important to possess cultural 

skills to be able to function in today’s globalized field of technical communication. They 

also stated that localization of user documentation is important. Overall, the majority of 

them perceived several differences between Chinese and Western manuals and they 

assumed that Chinese and Western users would have different expectations when using 

manuals. However, when asked about their localization activities, they acknowledged that 

they do not thoroughly localize manuals. Localization is mostly restricted to relatively 

small and superficial adaptations, such as small adaptations to visuals to ensure that they 

are not offensive for users and to textual adaptations on sentence level, to ensure that the 

word order corresponds with reader expectations: 

We don’t change the sequence of paragraphs. Usually, we change the order of 

sentences or we break a sentence into several ones, depending on the local users’ 

reading habits. (#02, Female, TW, 6 years of experience) 

Several explanations were given for the absence of more extensive localization activities. 

Two interviewees were of the opinion that localization of manuals is not strictly necessary 

because a ‘good’ manual can be used by users from all different cultures. However, most 

interviewees thought that localization of manuals would be useful, but they experienced 

several obstacles that prevented them from localizing manuals thoroughly. 

Eleven interviewees referred to style sheets that they were obliged to use, so that all 

manuals of the international organizations they worked for were similar. Some of them 

referred to machine translation software that was used in their organization as well, which 

restricted their possibilities to localize: 

Manuals are translated by the machine translation software. When editing, sentences 

are separated into segments by tools, and localizers or writers have little 

opportunities to change things. (#11, Female, 7 years of experience) 

Four interviewees explained that they did not have many possibilities to localize, because 

of limited budgets: 

Accuracy is always prioritized. Adaptations to the local culture does not affect 

accuracy. So, few companies take cultural differences into account in their work. 

(#06, Male, TW, 10 years of experience) 
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In addition to this, they said that many Chinese organizations do not regard manuals to be 

very important since they assumed that Chinese users did not rely on manuals. So, these 

organizations did not consider cultural differences and localization at all.  

Apart from organizational decisions and practices that prevented the interviewees from 

thoroughly localizing manuals, seven interviewees acknowledged that they did not feel 

confident about how to localize manuals because of a lack of knowledge. They expressed 

their need for more knowledge about preferences of different cultural groups of users. 

It’s just my personal feeling. However, I find it fundamental to know why Chinese 

and Western users have different preferences or would perform differently. This 

would be better than depending on studies that only focused on Western users. (#17, 

Female, 5 years of experience)  

3.5 Conclusions 

The interviews gave good insights in Chinese technical communicators’ perceptions about 

cultural differences between manuals and in how these perceived differences influenced 

their design and localization practices. The majority of the interviewees considered cultural 

skills to be important for today’s technical communicators who work in international 

environments. They noticed many differences between Chinese and Western culture that 

affected the field of technical communication. In their opinion, Western manual users had 

different expectations from manuals than Chinese users. Western users were supposed to 

rely on manuals to be able to operate a device effectively, while Chinese users were 

supposed to rely more on the assistance of other people than on the information in manuals. 

In line with this, the interviewees told us that they had noticed that Western manuals were 

longer and more detailed, and that Chinese manuals had an entertaining function as well as 

an informative function. 

Based on these results, it would be expected that Chinese technical communicators would 

localize many aspects of Western manuals. But, surprisingly, the interviewees’ localization 

activities were limited to adapting several superficial aspects. Although the selection of 

interviewees may not have been representative for all technical communicators in China, 

this is a remarkable result that deserves to be studied more intensively. 

The selection of interviewees may not have been representative because almost all of them 

worked in software and telecommunication companies. In these internationally oriented 

companies, technical communicators had to use standardized tools and style sheets, so they 
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had limited opportunities to localize. It may be that this is not the case in other sectors or 

types of companies, as was assumed by the interviewees themselves.  

Another reason mentioned by the interviewees for not thoroughly localizing was that 

Chinese companies in general did not seem to consider user documentation as an important 

addition to a device or software program, so they did not allocate money or time to be spent 

on localizing. Furthermore, technical communicators experienced a lack of knowledge 

about how to localize and about the users’ expectations and ability to use manuals. So, even 

if they had time to localize, they were not always able to do this. 

Based on the interview results, it may be concluded that Chinese manuals will become 

more and more similar to Western manuals, because, firstly, Chinese companies do not 

consider it important to spend money on localizing; secondly Western tools and style sheets 

are used in Chinese organizations; and thirdly because most research about users’ needs and 

wishes regarding user manuals is based on the Western culture. Since the majority of the 

technical communicators that were interviewed thought that it would be beneficial for users 

if manuals were adapted to their culture, more research needs to be done to provide them 

with knowledge on how to effectively localize. Although there is some academic literature 

about how to localize user documentation for Chinese users, most of these studies are 

small-scale studies that were published more than a decade ago. So, more research, using 

actual insights about cultural differences and users’ expectations and abilities is needed. 

However, it is hard to predict to what extent it will be problematic if manuals cannot be 

fully localized. Although most interviewees considered localization to be important and 

some even thought that improper localization could make it impossible for companies to 

enter international markets, some interviewees assumed that ‘good’ manuals can be used 

effectively by users from different cultures. Arguments for both opinions can be found in 

the literature. Overall, localization of manuals is assumed to be important, but there is also 

some evidence that Chinese and Western users are able to use manuals from both cultures 

equally (Chapter 4). Hopefully, future research will shed light on the effects of localization 

user documentation.
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4.1 Introduction 

As a result of the rapid developments in information and communication technology (ICT) 

and transportation in the past decades, the world has truly developed into a “global village,” 

such as that predicted by McLuhan (1962). The world has become smaller and smaller, 

communication around the globe has intensified, and markets are developing into global 

markets. Cross-cultural and intercultural communication have become increasingly 

important, not only because of the globalization and internationalization trends, but also 

because there is a lot of cultural diversity within our national boundaries.  

Of all communication sub disciplines, technical communication may have the strongest 

need to develop an international and intercultural orientation, as technology does not stop at 

the border. International collaborations and international markets are increasingly 

important. As a consequence, we can see a growing interest, both in practice and in the 

literature, in the (related) issues of translation (for example, Lentz & Hulst, 2000; Maylath, 

2013; Maylath et al., 2013), localization (for example (Agboka, 2013; Chao, Singh, Hsu, 

Chen, & Chao, 2012; St. Germaine-Madison, 2009; Zhu & St.Amant, 2010), and cultural 

differences (for example (Barnum & Li, 2006; M. Hall et al., 2004; McCool & St.Amant, 

2009). 

Despite the practical importance of intercultural and cross-cultural communication and the 

increased research interest for the topic, our knowledge regarding the role of cultural 

differences in technical communication is still limited and fragmented. Several factors may 

play a role at this point. First, the field of intercultural and cross-cultural communication is 

very broad: So many cultures, with variations on so many different aspects, may be 

compared to each other. Second, the possible research approaches vary. For instance, some 

studies take an emic perspective and try to understand a culture from within (for example, 

Yu, 2009), while others take an etic perspective and try to compare different cultures more 

objectively, from an outsider’s perspective (for example, Barnum & Li, 2006). Some 

studies focus on cultural differences that are manifest in documents; others focus 

predominantly on differences in users’ needs, preferences, and behaviors. Third, the 

research is methodologically complex, as language and translation issues must be taken into 

account and culture itself may affect the data collected (M. Hall et al., 2004; Peng, Nisbett, 

& Wong, 1997). Fourth, there is no conclusive theoretical framework to systematically 

investigate cultural differences. Top-down initiatives, such as Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions (Hofstede, 2001; Hofstede et al., 2010), as yet lack a convincing connection  
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with the field of technical communication; bottom-up initiatives, such as Barnum and Li’s 

(2006) analysis of Chinese and Western documents, lack the comprehensive framework 

that would help us make sense of all differences. 

In this article, we focus on cultural differences between Western countries and China. 

Those differences are particularly interesting because Chinese and Western cultures are the 

“most distant from one another and probably influenced one another the least” (Nisbett et 

al., 2001, p. 4). Indeed, several studies have indicated that there are differences within the 

domain of technical communication between China and Western countries (for example, 

Barnum & Li, 2006; Honold, 1999; Q. Wang, 2000; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009). 

It is important to realize, however, that differences between Chinese and Western technical 

communication may be attributed to several closely related factors, which cannot be 

isolated. One possible explanation involves the customs, needs, and preferences of users, 

which may reflect true cultural differences between China and the Western world. Another 

factor involves the writing habits that have developed independently of each other 

throughout the years. Yu (2009), for instance, shows that it is essential to know and 

understand the traditions of Chinese instructional texts to make sense of the current 

situation of technical communication in China. It would be too simple to assume a one 

directional relationship between the two factors: Writing habits may be based on 

assumptions about user preferences, but may shape user preferences at the same time. A 

third factor involves the different stages in the development of the field of technical 

communication: Technical communication and document design have a longstanding 

tradition in the Western world, but are only beginning to emerge in the Chinese context 

(Barnum et al., 2001; D. D. Ding, 2011; Gao et al., 2013, 2014; Tegtmeier et al., 1999). Of 

course, the developmental stage of technical communication is likely to affect the writing 

habits. Think of the developments in the Western world in the art of writing instructions in 

the past three decades (cf. Van der Meij et al., 2009).  

At this stage, it would neither be justified to criticize technical communication in China 

using Western standards of high-quality technical communication, nor to assume that the 

current technical communication practices in China reflect optimal technical 

communication adapted to Chinese culture. In this constellation, content analyses of 

differences in documents may lead to ambiguous results, as they represent a mixture of 

anticipated user preferences, writing habits, and technical communication development. We 

would argue that user research is the key to an understanding of cultural differences 

between Western cultures and China, and is also the key to developing a technical 

communication body of knowledge within the Chinese context. For Western technical 
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communication, such user research offers a mirror to reflect on the established technical 

communication principles that we may hold for universally true. 

In this article we report on a first experimental study we conducted into the use and effects 

of culturally adapted user instructions by Western and Chinese participants. Western 

participants were defined as users from Europe and North America; Chinese participants 

were born and raised in the People’s Republic of China. In this study we focused on the 

structure of the user instructions. We designed two culture versions of user instructions, and 

compared how Western and Chinese participants reacted to and worked with them. Our 

hypothesis was that Western users benefit most from user instructions based on Western 

structuring principles, and Chinese users benefit most from user instructions based on 

Chinese structuring principles. 

Before we describe the design and results of our study, we will first discuss the context of 

technical communication in China, the existing theories on cultural differences, and earlier 

research into Sino-Western cultural differences in technical communication. 

4.2 Technical Communication in China 

As a consequence of the fast economic growth of China and its gradual transition from a 

producing into a creative economy, technical communication as a profession and career 

opportunity is growing in China (Gao et al., 2013, 2014). Many large multinational 

companies, including Ericsson, Cisco, Motorola, Alcatel-Lucent, and Nokia Siemens, have 

set up their own specialized departments to develop technical documentation for the 

Chinese market. At the same time, originally Chinese companies such as Huawei, Haier, 

and Lenovo are rapidly expanding internationally, and thus need to be able to sell products 

as well as user support to foreign customers. The prospects for technical communicators in 

China are favorable. 

However, the academic support for the profession is still lagging behind. Despite earlier 

attempts to introduce the American version of technical communication in China (Barnum 

et al., 2001; Tegtmeier et al., 1999), and pioneering activities by U.S. based scholars (D. D. 

Ding, 2010; D. D. Ding & Jablonski, 2001; H. Ding, 2010; Duan & Gu, 2005; Yu, 2010), 

comprehensive academic programs on technical communication are still not offered by 

Chinese universities, although there are some international collaborations with Western 

programs and several universities are now offering standalone technical writing or technical 

communication classes. From the available accounts of such courses, it becomes clear that 

they focus less strongly on competencies related to the technical communication body of 
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knowledge (cf. Coppola, 2010) than on more or less general (English) language skills (D. 

D. Ding, 2010; D. D. Ding & Jablonski, 2001; H. Ding, 2010; Duan & Gu, 2005). Some 

researchers even advocate integrating technical communication into English for Specific 

Purposes (ESP) (Duan & Gu, 2005; Hu, 2004) or English Related to Individual Disciplines 

(ERID) (H. Ding, 2010) programs. 

Other researchers emphasize the strong traditional relationship, in the Chinese context, 

between technical translation and technical communication, and argue that technical 

communication could be further developed in close relation to translation programs (Miao 

& Gao, 2010; C. Wang & Wang, 2011). Indeed, as argued by Maylath (2013), due to the 

rise of machine and computer-aided translation, the boundaries between technical 

translation and technical communication are gradually disappearing. 

Despite various initiatives to promote and further technical communication in China, there 

is still much room for improvement. H. Ding (2010), for instance, argues that the quality of 

Chinese instructions produced, not to mention the English instructions, is unsatisfactory. 

Technical communication practitioners largely do not have a specialized education in 

technical communication, and have little or no access to formal training or meetings. The 

research that is necessary to support the academic development of the discipline is still in 

its infancy, and a professional association (parallel to STC) and an academic journal (like 

Technical Communication) are still missing. Therefore, “no specialized profession of 

technical communication exists” (H. Ding, 2010, p. 301). 

4.3 Theories on Cultural Differences 

Several general theories have been developed to make sense of cultural differences. French 

and Bell (1978) proposed the so-called Iceberg Model. According to this model, a culture 

consists of two interrelated parts: “a visible top that represents the facts, the technology, the 

price, the rationale behind things, the brain (and hands of an engineer), the written contract 

of a negotiation in an explicit way,” and “an invisible bottom of emotions, the human 

relations, the unspoken and unconscious rules of behavior in an implicit way” (cf. Ulijn & 

St.Amant, 2000, p. 221). The main contribution of this model is that it raises awareness to 

the complexity and implicitness of culture, as the largest part of an iceberg is below the 

surface. Cultural differences may become manifest in explicit document characteristics or 

explicit user behaviors, but can (and should) be traced back to differences in the unspoken 

and unconscious rules between cultures. This corresponds to Hofstede’s Onion Model of 

culture, which states that values are at the core of a culture and there are various layers 

around this core (rituals, heroes, and symbols) (cf. Hofstede et al., 2010)). These models 
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help to conceptualize the general phenomenon of culture, but do not have any explanatory 

value regarding differences in technical communication between two cultures. 

Other researchers have proposed frameworks of cultural dimensions, to characterize 

differences between cultures. Hofstede and colleagues developed in total six cultural 

dimensions, which reflect the underlying values in national cultures (Hofstede, 2001; 

Hofstede et al., 2010). The dimensions were originally derived from a worldwide survey of 

cultural differences, among 100,000 IBM employees in 50 countries. The six dimensions 

are: 

 High versus low power distance: The extent to which people accept and expect 

hierarchy and unequal distributions of power. 

 Individualism versus collectivism: The extent to which people prefer a loose 

network in which they basically should take care of themselves, or a tight network in 

which people take care of each other and are loyal to each other. 

 Masculinity versus femininity: The extent to which people value competition, 

achievement, assertiveness, and material awards, or cooperation, well-being, care for 

the weak, and quality of life. 

 High versus low uncertainty avoidance: The extent to which people feel 

uncomfortable with uncertainty and ambiguous situations. 

 Long-term versus short-term orientation: The extent to which people value thrift 

and education and prepare for the future, or hold on to old traditions and view change 

with suspicion. 

 Indulgence versus restraint: The extent to which people value enjoying life and 

having fun, or value the regulation of such pleasures with strict social norms. 

Hofstede’s dimensions are very influential in the research into intercultural and cross-

cultural communication. They help to characterize differences between cultures beyond the 

eye-catching and superficial differences. Although there have been several attempts to 

translate the cultural dimensions into specifications for interface design or user support (for 

example, Marcus & Gould, 2000; see Reinecke & Bernstein, 2011 for an overview), the 

translations of the value-based dimensions into specific design guidelines are not validated 

and are often somewhat far-fetched. The step from Hofstede’s dimensions to the practice of 

intercultural or cross- cultural technical communication appears to be a big one. 

Another influential dimension is Hall’s (1976) distinction between high-context and low- 

context cultures. Hall’s dimension is based on the communication characteristics among 

people, and are, as a result, conceptually closer to the practice of technical communication 

than Hofstede’s six dimensions. According to Hall, “high-context cultures find the majority 
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of the information in the physical context or internalized in the person, while very little is in 

the coded, explicit, transmitted part of the message, whereas low context cultures are the 

opposite” (p. 91). In general, Western countries are on the lower end of the scale, and China 

is on the higher end of the scale. The implication for technical communication could be that 

Western users need more explicit and detailed instructions, and Chinese users may be used 

to work with more implicit and general instructions. However, these assumptions have not 

been tested so far. 

It is important to note that these theories imply several simplifications regarding the 

phenomenon of culture in communicative processes (and the same applies to the research 

we describe in this article). They are clear examples of etic approaches, aiming more at 

objectively pinpointing differences than at understanding a culture from within. 

Furthermore, they approach culture as a static and homogeneous concept, whereas it is 

plausible that culture in real life is dynamic: It evolves over time, it can be situation or 

context dependent, and it may involve the interaction between different systems or layers of 

culture. Much emphasis is given to differences between national cultures, but it is likely 

that there are cultural variations within geographical boundaries—for instance based on 

regional differences, organizational or occupational differences, sub groups, and individual 

variations. An example of a more dynamic and heterogeneous approach within technical 

communication can be found in Sun (2006). In addition, Fang (2005, 2012) challenges the 

validity of bipolar dimensions, and proposes a Chinese worldview that comprises “both-

and” relationships between the poles of a dimension instead of the underlying “either- or” 

approach. From this perspective, cultural dimensions themselves already represent a 

culturally-biased Western view on culture. The simplifications help us understand 

differences between national cultures, but at the same time may obscure similarities 

between national cultures as well as differences within a national culture. 

Furthermore, the theories mentioned above represent top-down approaches for studying 

cultural differences. The cultural dimensions may be translated into very specific 

characteristics of the communication. As such, the theories can be helpful for making sense 

of the notion of culture, and for making broad generalizations about differences between 

cultures. However, they seem to offer relatively little clear-cut guidance for designing 

interfaces and user instructions. Their influence in the technical communication literature is 

therefore limited. In the following section, we will present an overview of the insights 

about cultural differences based on technical communication research. The research can be 

characterized as a bottom-up approach, it starts with pinpointing very specific differences 

and, where possible, tries to generalize the findings. 
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4.4 Technical Communication and Cultural Differences 

Several studies have been conducted into the cultural differences between Western 

countries and China within the field of technical communication. In total, we found and 

analyzed nine such articles (Barnum & Li, 2006; D. D. Ding, 2003; Dragga, 1999; Honold, 

1999; Q. Wang, 2000; Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; Yu, 2009; Zhu & 

St.Amant, 2007). We will first provide a broad overview of the studies. After that, we will 

focus on the differences found with respect to the structuring of user instructions, as this is 

the topic of our research. 

4.4.1 Broad overview of the available research 

Figure 4.1 gives an overview of possible research approaches. We first distinguish between 

analytical approaches (without formal data collection), and empirical approaches (with 

formal data collection). A second distinction, within the empirical approaches, is that 

between a focus on documents and a focus on users. In the case of a focus on documents 

the research method is a (qualitative or quantitative) content analysis. In the case of a focus 

on users, a distinction can be made between experimental (or quasi-experimental) research 

and evaluation research. In experimental research, randomized groups of participants are 

exposed to manipulated document versions and the results are compared; in quasi-

experimental research, the division of participants over conditions cannot be random (for 

instance when Chinese and Western participants are compared). In evaluation research, the 

reactions of one group of participants to one document version are examined. 

 

Figure 4.1. Overview of cultural differences research approaches. 

Of the nine studies, we categorized one as an analytical approach (Dragga, 1999). The 

majority of the research could be categorized as content analysis (Barnum & Li, 2006; D. 
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D. Ding, 2003; Q. Wang, 2000; Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; Yu, 2009). 

Only two studies were (quasi-) experimental (Honold, 1999; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009) and 

one study could be characterized as evaluation research (Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). However, 

it must be noted that the content analyses were generally rather informally conducted and 

reported, and that the two (quasi-)experimental studies did not meet the rigor that is 

normally associated with experiments. Although inspiring, the available research into 

cultural differences is methodologically not very strong, and the user’s perspective is both 

qualitatively and quantitatively underexposed. 

Together, the nine studies identified potential differences between Chinese and Western 

technical communication in four main categories: structure, style, visual design, and user 

behavior. Structure is about the organization and clustering of documents, including the 

ordering of information, the use of headings, introductions, paragraphs, and links. As 

structure is the theme of our research, we will discuss the findings within this category in 

more detail in the next sub section. 

Style involves the language use in documents. In general, simplicity and clarity seem to be 

valued higher in Western cultures than in China, given a preference for authoritative and 

official jargon, poetic language, and indirect and general expressions in Chinese documents 

(Barnum & Li, 2006; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). Visual design involves the document layout 

as well as the use of tables and figures. In general, Western documents seem to use more 

page design elements (Barnum & Li, 2006; Q. Wang, 2000) and fewer illustrations (Y. 

Wang & Wang, 2009) than Chinese documents. Besides, the relationship between visuals 

and text appears to be different: redundant and explicitly connected in Western documents, 

and complementary and not connected in Chinese documents (Barnum & Li, 2006; D. D. 

Ding, 2003; Q. Wang, 2000; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009).User behavior refers to differences 

in the way users handle instructions. The literature suggests that Chinese users may have a 

better understanding of images than Western users, a stronger urge to immediately apply 

instructions, a stronger tendency to learn by heart, and an inclination to use online sources 

and interpersonal communication (Honold, 1999; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009). 

Of course, it cannot be emphasized enough that these conclusions should be treated with 

caution. We merely summarize findings that are reported in more detail and with more 

grayscale in the specific studies. Furthermore, it should be noted that many of these findings 

are based on single studies, conducted in very specific contexts. 
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4.4.2 Chinese and Western views on document structure 

Below, we will discuss the research findings on document structure in more detail. 

Fortunately, the research findings on structural differences are more elaborate than those on 

differences in style, visual design, and user behavior. Table 4.1 provides an overview of the 

cultural differences regarding document structure that we found. We construed three overall 

categories to group the findings: (1) holistic versus analytic approach, (2) yihe versus 

xinghe prominence, and (3) inductive, chronological, and gradual order. All findings 

regarding structure are based on content analysis; user research is not available as yet. 

Holistic versus analytic approach. According to Nisbett et al. (2001), the cognitive 

processes of East Asian people tend to be more holistic, whereas Western people have a 

tendency towards an analytic thinking pattern. Holistic thinking focuses predominantly on 

understanding an object in its entirety; analytic thinking assumes dissecting an object in its 

parts and figuring out how these parts contribute. This distinction is quite fundamental, and 

can be seen in many different fields, such as science, medicine, and art. 

It seems plausible that such differences in thinking affect the way people write and use 

documents. Indeed, several studies found evidence for that. Barnum and Li (2006) observe 

that Chinese documents generally reflect a holistic approach, referring to it as “synthetic” 

(as opposed to “Cartesian”) thinking patterns. They connect this characteristic to eschewing 

headings (which would disrupt the flow) and an inductive organization (we will discuss 

these two characteristics under the other two sub headings). D. D. Ding (2003) further 

specifies the holistic thinking patterns by referring to a stronger emphasis on interrelations 

between instructions and other parts of a document. Likewise, Zhu and St.Amant (2007) 

notice relatively many instances of “flashback text” in a document: referrals to earlier parts, 

which Westerners would not find very useful and even potentially confusing. Comparing 

German and Chinese manuals, Y. Wang and Wang (2009) conclude that “a system was 

structured on the basis of an entire interrelation or context in the Chinese documents, but 

individually and separately structured as individual elements in the German ones” (p. 45). 

Furthermore, Q. Wang (2000) argues that new ideas are presented with more contextual 

information because of the holistic and relational thinking patterns. 

 



Table 4.1 Cultural Differences Regarding Document Structure 

Overall category Specific differences 

Holistic versus 

analytic approach 

Synthetic/relational structure in Chinese documents (Barnum & Li, 2006) 

Relations between parts stressed in Chinese documents (D. D. Ding, 2003) 

Many instances of “flashback text” (Zhu & St.Amant, 2007) 

Chinese: structure based on entire interrelation; German: structure based on individual elements (Y. Wang & Wang, 2009) 

More contextual information in Chinese documents (Q. Wang, 2000) 

Yihe versus xinghe 

prominence 

Fewer structure elements in Chinese documents (Barnum & Li, 2006) 

Headings less common in Chinese documents (Barnum & Li, 2006) 

Lack of topic sentences in Chinese documents (Barnum & Li, 2006) 

Indirect organization, both on the text and the paragraph level (Zhu & St.Amant, 2007) 

Less finely and detailed structure in Chinese documents (Y. Wang & Wang, 2009) 

Inductive, 

chronological, and 

gradual order 

Chinese: inductive order; Western: deductive order (Barnum & Li, 2006; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007) 

Chinese: spiral organizational pattern; Western: inverted pyramid organizational pattern (Barnum & Li, 2006) 

Enhancing understanding: basic to advance; familiar to unfamiliar in Chinese documents (Q. Wang, 2000) 

Chinese: general to concrete; German: concrete to general (Y. Wang & Wang, 2009) 

More chronological order in Chinese documents (Barnum & Li, 2006) 

Structures based on the chronology of operations activities in Chinese documents (Y. Wang & Wang, 2009) 

-61
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Yihe versus xinghe prominence. An important difference between Chinese and Western 

languages can be summarized using the pinyin terms yihe and xinghe (somewhat related but 

not entirely identical to the linguistic terms parataxis and hypotaxis, respectively; (cf. 

Jingmin Li, 2011). Liu (2006) defines yihe as “the way to connect words and sentences by 

meanings and logics, but not linguistic forms (including lexical and morphological 

means),” and xinghe as “the way to connect words and sentences by linguistic forms” (p. 

74). In a yihe- prominent language, clauses can be placed after each other without using 

means to make their relationship explicit; in a xinghe-prominent language, the relationship 

between clauses is specified. Lian (1993) speaks of “semantic coherence” versus “formal 

cohesion” (p. 46). The distinction appears to connect to the aforementioned notions of high-

context and low-context cultures (E. T. Hall, 1976; cf. Y. Wang & Wang, 2009). See the 

following examples: 

Yihe-prominent language: It snowed hard. The plane was canceled. I had to postpone 

my holiday. 

Xinghe-prominent language: It snowed hard, so the plane was canceled. Therefore I 

had to postpone my holiday. 

Among translation scholars Chinese is considered to be a yihe-prominent language, while 

English and other Western languages are seen as xinghe-prominent languages (Jingmin Li, 

2011; M. Liu, 2006; Juquan Wang, 2007; T. Wang, 2010). Although yihe and xinghe 

prominence originally and predominantly apply to the sentence level, it is possible to apply 

them to the structuring of text as well (cf. Halliday, Matthiessen, & Matthiessen, 2014). 

Several studies found evidence that yihe is the principle of organization in Chinese 

documents. Barnum and Li (2006), Y. Wang and Wang (2009), and Zhu and St.Amant 

(2007) all noticed that document structure is less explicitly defined in Chinese technical 

communication. Barnum and Li (2006), for instance, state that Chinese documents contain 

fewer structural elements such as headings and show a lack of topic sentences. They also 

show that elements such as an introduction and a conclusion have a less obvious structuring 

function than in Western documents. According to Y. Wang and Wang (2009), “[t]he 

German textbooks and service manuals were more finely and detailed structured than the 

Chinese ones” (p. 47). Zhu and St.Amant (2007) talk about an “indirect organization” and 

an “implied pattern,” largely without structural markers such as headings. They argue that 

even main points are often not clearly indicated as such, and that the lack of explicit 

structure can also be found on the paragraph-level, where “random bits of information seem 

to be combined in a paragraph, and it is left to the reader to intuit the overarching theme 

that holds this information together” (p. 178). 
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Inductive, chronological, and gradual order. Fan (2000) A classification of Chinese 

culture states that the relationship to nature is one of the eight important Chinese cultural 

values and essential concepts. Tao, fatalism, and harmony all relate to this value. Therefore, 

Chinese people like to follow the natural process of how things happen. The preferred 

Chinese order of information in documents is inductive, chronological and gradual, which 

are assumed to reflect practical experience and cognition. In contrast, the Western order 

could be characterized as more businesslike and task-oriented. 

Several studies found evidence for these assumptions. Barnum and Li (2006), Y. Wang and 

Wang (2009), and Zhu and St.Amant (2007) all observed that Chinese documents are often 

structured inductively, whereas Western documents often have a deductive organization. 

According to Barnum and Li (2006), this results “in a writing pattern that reflects a spiral, 

with the main idea developed in a roundabout or spiral pattern that emerges through the 

paragraph as well as the document” (p. 152). 

Q. Wang (2000) found that Chinese popular science articles and instruction manuals are 

often structured from basic to advanced, and from familiar to unfamiliar, while Western 

manuals are more focused on specific tasks. Similarly, Y. Wang and Wang (2009) found 

that Chinese textbooks about an engine fuel injection system start from general information, 

whereas German textbooks start from the specific system. They noticed a corresponding 

difference in user behavior. Chinese users searched information from general to concrete, 

whereas German users searched from concrete to general. 

Finally, both Y. Wang and Wang (2009) and Barnum and Li (2006) noticed a stronger 

emphasis on chronology as organizational principle in Chinese documents. 

4.4.3 To conclude 

Our overview of earlier research shows that the insights about Sino-Western cultural 

differences are still limited and fragmented. In particular, user-based research is largely 

missing, and the content analytic research comparing document characteristics is somewhat 

informal and diverse. However, with regard to the structuring of documents some clear 

differences can be mentioned, which are all supported by more than one study. We 

summarized the differences using three (related) overall categories: (1) holistic versus 

analytic approach, (2) yihe versus xinghe dominance, and (3) inductive, chronological, and 

gradual order. These structural differences between Chinese and Western documents 

formed the starting point for our research. 
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4.5 Method 

To answer the research question, a 2x2 experiment was designed, in which participants had 

to use user instructions to perform a number of tasks with a translation software package. 

Document structure (Chinese versus Western) and participants’ cultural background 

(Chinese versus Western) were the independent variables in our study, and task 

performance, knowledge, and appreciation of the software and the user instructions were 

the dependent variables. Table 4.2 gives an overview of the four conditions in the 

experiment. 

Table 4.2 Four Experimental Conditions 

               Participants 

Manual structure Chinese English 

Chinese CC EC 

Western CE EE 

4.5.1 Artifact: SDL Trados Studio 2014 

We selected SDL Trados Studio 2014 as the software package for the experiment. SDL 

Trados is a popular computer-aided translation tool, used by over 200,000 translation 

professionals worldwide. The software is well-designed and available as a free 30-day trial 

version. It has both an English and a Chinese interface. And most importantly, it is a tool 

that is unfamiliar to people outside the field of professional translation, which made it 

possible to eliminate the influence of differences in prior knowledge and experience. 

SDL Trados increases productivity and translation quality using translation memory and 

terminology management. Translation memory can be seen as the core technology of SDL 

Trados. It involves a database that stores previously translated text segments for future use, 

so that translators do not need to translate the same sentences twice. Terminology 

management involves a customized dictionary in which translators can create new entries 

and their definitions. This is particularly useful to safeguard consistency and accuracy of 

terms, especially in collaborative translation projects. The mechanisms of translation 

memory and terminology management are similar; the main difference is that translation 

management stores sentences or even paragraphs, whereas terminology management stores 

words or phrases. 
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In addition, SDL Trados helps to manage translation projects. Word counts, analyses and 

reports are automatically generated to monitor a translation project. SDL Trados also allows 

assigning specific tasks, setting deadlines, and tracking the status of a project. 

4.5.2 User tasks 

We designed seven related user tasks that had to be performed with the SDL Trados Studio 

2014 package. Participants had to create a translation memory within 25 minutes. They 

were not allowed to use any resources except for the user instructions they were given. The 

seven tasks all had to do with the (for outsiders difficult) concept of translation memory. 

For instance, two tasks were creating a new abbreviation, and creating an untranslatable 

element for the translation memory. 

The principle of translation memory is as follows. Translation memory uses text alignment 

functions to split the original and translated texts into language pairs, and stores those pairs. 

When translators are working on a document, translation memory searches and compares 

what is being translated with previously translated segments, and provides suggestions. 

Translators may accept or reject the suggestions given by the translation memory. Even if 

there are no matches in a text, translators can save their work in the translation memory for 

future translation projects. As such, translation memory helps translators to avoid 

meaningless repetitive work and to focus on new texts. This is especially useful for large 

translation projects, in which the repetition rate is usually high. The translation memory is 

created by the translators, so it is empty at first. For an optimal use of its functionality, 

translation needs to be added in the translation memory. The larger the translation memory, 

the higher the reuse rate will be. 

For our study, tasks centered on the translation memory were appropriate, as they involved 

both specific procedural instructions and a deeper understanding of the meaning of the 

concept translation memory. 

4.5.3 Manipulations of the user instructions 

There are official manuals of Trados Studio 2014 available in various languages. The 

manual was designed in English by Western technical communicators, and then localized 

into other languages. The user instructions used in the experiment were designed based on 

the official manuals. They comprised three pages of information. 
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In total, we created four versions of the user instructions. For the specific user tasks 

selected, the relevant parts were redesigned in accordance with what prior research had 

found about Chinese and Western principles for structuring. Of both cultural versions, two 

language versions were made: a Chinese one and an English one. We did so to eliminate the 

influence of different language levels (for Chinese participants, an English manual is 

considerably further removed from their mother tongue than for Western participants), and 

also for reasons of ecological validity for the Chinese participants. 

Table 4.3 provides an overview of the main structural differences between the two cultural 

versions. In the Appendix, specific examples (in English) of the materials are offered. 

During the design process of the user instructions, a certificated trainer of SDL Trados 

reviewed the manuals to make sure there were no mistakes related to the content about 

Trados. A professional translator reviewed and edited the redesigned (EE and CC) and 

translated versions (CE and EC) to make sure that they were completely equivalent. 

4.5.4 Participants 

Forty students with a Western cultural background and 40 Chinese students at the 

University of Twente were recruited for the research. Western was geographically defined 

in our study, and comprised Europe and North America. Of the Western participants, the 

majority had a Dutch (18) or German (12) background; other nationalities included: France, 

Albania, Spain, U.S., Italy, and Slovakia. None of the Western participants had ever been in 

China. All Chinese participants were from mainland China (the People’s Republic of 

China), and had come to the Netherlands to study. None of the participants had ever heard 

of the SDL Trados Studio 2014 software before. The male-female ratio was in perfect 

balance. We recruited participants with an engineering and a social sciences background. 

The ratio between those study backgrounds was also in perfect balance. 

Using gender and study background as primary allocation criteria, we randomly assigned 

the Western participants to the conditions of the Chinese and Western cultural instructions 

in English, and assigned the Chinese students to both cultural versions in Chinese. This 

resulted in four perfectly similar groups of participants. Afterwards, we checked for 

differences in participants’ age. An analysis of variance showed that there were no 

significant differences between the conditions (the mean age was 22.7).



Table 4.3 Overview of Manipulations 

Characteristic Chinese structure Western structure 

Structures less specifically defined in Chinese 

documents 

Fewer conjunctions More conjunctions 

Fewer structure elements in Chinese documents No table of contents 

Fewer lists 

No abbreviation list 

No glossary 

No headers and footers 

Table of contents 

More lists 

An abbreviation list 

A glossary 

Header (company logo) and footer (page 

number) 

Headings less common in Chinese documents No subheadings Subheadings 

Inductive versus deductive order Arguments  conclusion Conclusion  arguments 

Lack of topic sentences in Chinese documents Placed at the end of the paragraph Placed at the beginning of the paragraph 

General versus concrete order General  concrete Concrete  general 

Implicit versus explicit instructions No step-by-step descriptions of all 

actions; briefer instructions. 

No explanation of the document 

conventions. 

Step-by-step descriptions of all actions; more 

elaborate instructions. 

A special section explaining document 

conventions. 
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4.5.5 Procedure 

The data were collected in individual sessions, which were all held in a quiet room. All 

participants used the same laptop computer. At the start of the session, the facilitator briefly 

introduced the experiment. Then the participants were asked to switch off their 

communication devices and read and sign a consent form. The research was approved by 

the Institutional Review Board of the university. 

Each participant received a document with the task description. They had up to five minutes 

to read it. When they indicated that they knew what they should do, one of the user 

instructions versions was handed to them and the facilitator started recording time. During 

the process, the facilitator observed and did not communicate with the participant. The 

participant was not asked to think aloud, to avoid reactivity in the data collection (Van den 

Haak, De Jong, & Schellens, 2003, 2007). The facilitator stopped recording time when the 

participant finished the task or when the time exceeded 25 minutes. As soon as the 

participant finished the task, he or she was asked to fill out a questionnaire. If the 

participant wanted to be informed about the results of the experiment, he or she could leave 

an email address. 

After each experiment, the translation memory the participant had created was stored in 

different folders. Besides, all the records in Trados were deleted to make sure that the user 

interface was in its original status for the next participant. 

4.5.6 Dependent variables 

Four dependent variables were included in the research: task performance, knowledge 

about the Trados Studio 2014 package, appreciation of Trados Studio 2014, and 

appreciation of the user instructions. 

Task performance was measured using direct observation. The aggregated success score for 

the seven tasks was taken as an overall measure of effectiveness. These tasks formed a 

sufficiently reliable scale (Cronbach’s alpha = .75). The time taken for the complete set of 

assignments was used as a measure of efficiency. A last performance measure was the 

number of attempts by the users to create a translation memory (this is indicated by the 

number of translation memories a participant had created). 
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The remaining dependent variables were measured using a questionnaire, which the 

participants filled out after the task execution. Just like the rest of the research materials, the 

questionnaire was designed in English and Chinese. A professional translator reviewed and 

edited the questions, to make sure that they were equivalent. 

Participants’ knowledge about Trados Studio 2014 was measured using a set of nine 

comprehension questions, in the form of statements. Participants had to indicate whether 

they thought a statement was true or false, and also had a “don’t know” option. Examples 

of statements were “Translation memory enables translators to never translate the same 

sentences again,” and “Besides system elements, users can define customized fields in 

Trados.” Two measures were derived from the nine comprehension questions: a success 

score (total number of correct items), and a doubt score (total number of items with “don’t 

know” answer). The knowledge questions did not form a sufficiently reliable scale 

(Cronbach’s alpha = .53), which indicates that there is probably not one underlying 

construct. Still it can be maintained that more correct answers indicated more successful 

participants. 

Participants’ appreciation of the Trados Studio 2014 software involved both usability and 

usefulness. Usability was measured using items based on the Software Usability Scale 

(SUS). SUS is a reliable and robust scale for measuring the usability of a wide range of 

products and services (Bangor, Kortum, & Miller, 2009, 2008; Lewis & Sauro, 2009). 

Examples of items are “I found Trados unnecessarily complex,” and “I felt very confident 

using Trados.” We complemented the usability questions with four items that focused more 

on satisfaction and experience (for example, “It is pleasant to use Trados”). Usefulness was 

measured using six items. Examples of items are “I think Trados is a useful tool for 

translators,” and “I think Trados meets the needs of translators.” All items were measured 

on five-point Likert scales. Factor analysis with Varimax rotation showed that there were 

three underlying constructs in this part of the questionnaire: usability-complexity (three 

items, Cronbach’s alpha = .62), usability-ease of use (nine items, Cronbach’s alpha = .90), 

and usefulness (six items, Cronbach’s alpha = .87). 

Participants’ appreciation of the user instructions involved four aspects: usability (eight 

items; for example, “I am satisfied with this manual,” and “the manual is user friendly”), 

language use (four items; for example, “The language of the manual is clear,” and 

“Sentences in the manual are complicated”), organization (nine questions; for example, 

“The structure of the manual is confusing,” and “I could easily find the information I need 

in the manual”), and layout (five items; for example, “The manual looks crowded and 

busy,” and “The manual is professionally designed”). Factor analysis with Varimax rotation 

showed initially that there were six underlying constructs, but after removal of confounding 
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questions we ended up with a three-factor solution: instructions usability (five items, 

Cronbach’s alpha = .90), instructions structure (five items, Cronbach’s alpha = .86), and 

instructions language use (three items, Cronbach’s alpha = .73).  

4.6 Results 

We report the results of the experiment in four sub sections: task performance, 

comprehension, appreciation of SDL Trados Studio 2014, and appreciation of the user 

instructions. The data were analyzed using analysis of variance, with participant 

background and user instructions version as independent variables. We looked for main 

effects, which would indicate that either cultural background of the participants had a 

significant effect on the scores irrespective of the version of the user instructions they used, 

or the version of the user instructions had a significant effect on all participants. Most 

importantly, however, we looked for interaction effects, which would indicate that Chinese 

and Western participants reacted differently to the two versions of user instructions. A 

significant interaction effect would support our expectations. At the end of the Results 

section, we describe observations during the sessions with participants. 

4.6.1 Task performance 

Table 4.4 shows the results of the four conditions on task performance. For effectiveness 

(number of tasks correct), no main effects were found of participant background (F(1, 76) = 

.64, p = .43) and user instructions version (F(1, 76) = 1.79, p = .19), and, most importantly, 

no interaction effects were found (F(1, 76) = .16. p = .69). 

Similar results were found for time taken. There was no significant main effect of 

participants’ background (F(1, 76) = .48, p = .49), no significant main effect of user 

instructions version (F(1, 76) = .81, p = .37), and no interaction effect (F(1, 76) = .32, p = 

.57). Regarding the number of attempts, we found a significant main effect of participant 

background: The Chinese participants made more attempts to finish the task (F(1, 76) 

=5.68, p < .05). We did not find a main effect of user instructions version (F(1, 76) = 2.30, p 

= .13) or an interaction effect (F(1, 76) = .42, p = .52). From these results, it must be 

concluded that the version of the user instructions did not have a main effect on task 

performance, and that Chinese and Western participants did not work better with their own 

culturally adapted version. 
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Table 4.4 Results Task Performance 

 Chinese participants Western participants 

Chinese 

structure 

Western 

structure 

Western 

structure 

Chinese 

structure 

Effectiveness: Task correct (N=7) 5.4 (1.5) 5.7 (1.9) 6.2 (1.2) 5.5 (2.0) 

Efficiency: Time taken 11.2 (4.8) 13.0 (5.4) 13.2 (4.6) 12.8 (6.6) 

Efficiency: Number of attempts 1.3 (.6) 1.5 (.8) 1.2 (.4) 1.1 (.2) 

4.6.2 Knowledge about SDL Trados Studio 2014 

The results regarding the knowledge questions can be found in Table 4.5. The tendency is 

the same as with task performance. Regarding participants’ success score, no main effects 

were found for participant background (F(1, 76) = 1.71, p = .20) and for user instructions 

version (F(1, 76) = .27, p = .60). Also no interaction effect was found (F(1, 76) = .62, p = 

.44). Regarding participants’ doubt score, there was a significant effect of participant 

background: Western participants gave more “don’t know” answers (F(1, 76) = 4.63, p < 

.05). We found no main effect for user instructions version (F(1, 76) = 1.24, p = .27) and no 

interaction effect (F(1, 76) = 1.98, p = .16). These results corroborate the lack of significant 

effects regarding task performance. 

Table 4.5 Results Knowledge about SDL Trados Studio 2014 

 Chinese participants Western participants 

Chinese 

structure 

Western 

structure 

Western 

structure 

Chinese 

structure 

Knowledge: Success score (N=9) 7.0 (1.5) 6.5 (2.0) 6.3 (1.6) 6.2 (1.7) 

Knowledge: Doubt score (N=9) 1.1 (1.1) 1.9 (1.7) 2.2 (1.7) 2.3 (1.5) 

4.6.3 Appreciation of SDL Trados Studio 2014 software 

The scores regarding the participants’ appreciation of the software package may be found in 

Table 4.6. Again, no significant effects involving user instructions version were found. For 

usability-complexity (how difficult the participants found the software), there was a 

significant effect of participant background: Western participants found it more difficult to 

use and learn Trados (F(1, 76) = 15.74, p < .001). However, we found no effect of the 

version of the user instructions (F(1, 76) = .03, p = .87) and no interaction effect (F(1, 76) = 

.25, p = .62). For usability-ease of use (how easy the participants found the software to 

work with), no significant main effects were found for participant background (F(1, 76) = 
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.09, p = .76) and user instructions version (F(1, 76) = .03, p = .86), and no interaction effect 

was found (F(1, 76) = 2.41, p = .13). The results regarding usefulness followed the same 

pattern: no effect of participant background (F(1, 76) = .38, p = .53), no effect of user 

instructions version (F(1, 76) = .31, p = .58), and no interaction effect (F(1, 76) = 2.58, p = 

.11). Again, no evidence was found for main or differential effects of the version of user 

instructions. 

Table 4.6 Results Appreciation of SDL Trados Studio 2014 

 Chinese participants Western participants 

Chinese 

structure 

Western 

structure 

Western 

structure 

Chinese 

structure 

Usability: Complexity 2.8 (.7) 2.7 (.7) 2.2 (.5) 2.1 (.8) 

Usability: Ease of use 3.6 (.6) 3.3 (.7) 3.5 (.6) 3.3 (.9) 

Usefulness 3.8 (.4) 3.5 (.6) 3.8 (.5) 3.7 (.8) 

Note. Constructs were measured on a five-point scale (1 = negative, 5 = positive). 

4.6.4 Participants’ appreciation of the user instructions 

To conclude, Table 4.7 presents the results regarding participants’ appreciation of the user 

instructions. Regarding the usability of the manual, no significant main effects were found 

for participant background (F(1, 76) = .77, p = .38) and user instructions version (F(1, 76) = 

2.58, p = .11). Also no interaction effects were found (F(1, 76) = 1.54, p = .28). Regarding 

structure, no significant main effects were found for participant background (F(1, 76) = .22, 

p = .64) and user instructions version (F(1, 76) = 1.00, p = .32), and no interaction effects 

(F(1, 76) = .03, p = .86). Finally, for language use similar findings can be reported: no main 

effect of participant background (F(1.76) = 1.78, p = .19;), no main effect of user 

instructions version (F(1, 76) = .05, p = .83), and no interaction effect (F(1, 76) = 1.00, p = 

.32). It must therefore be concluded that the cultural adaptation of the manual did not even 

affect participants’ appreciation of the manual itself. 

Table 4.7 Results Appreciation of the User Instructions 

 Chinese participants Western participants 

Chinese 

structure 

Western 

structure 

Western 

structure 

Chinese 

structure 

Usability 3.6 (.7) 3.7 (.5) 4.0 (.7) 3.6 (1.0) 

Structure 3.6 (.7) 3.8 (.7) 3.9 (.7) 3.7 (1.0) 

Language use 4.0 (.6) 3.9 (.8) 3.9 (.6) 3.7 (.7) 

Note. Constructs were measured on a five-point scale (1 = negative, 5 = positive). 
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4.6.5 Observations 

During the sessions, the facilitator made several observations about the participants’ 

behaviors. First, it was clear that the participants, both Western and Chinese, had a 

preference for exploring the software package themselves, using their prior general 

knowledge about software and their expectations of the translation tool. They only used the 

user instructions when they thought the task went beyond their previous knowledge, or 

when they had tried many times but failed. When in trouble, many participants first tried to 

use the embedded help in the software. 

When using the user instructions, the participants, both Western and Chinese, appeared to 

be impatient: They tended to skip descriptions and “long” text parts, and seemed reluctant 

to turn pages (even though the user instructions only consisted of three pages). Some of the 

participants said that user instructions can only be helpful if they help solving problems. So 

they argued that the order of information (from most important to least important) should 

be trouble- shooting information, procedural information, and conceptual information.  

A final observation involved a remarkable difference between the Chinese and the Western 

participants. Many Chinese participants appeared to see the experiment as a test, and 

wanted to how they performed compared to other participants. For instance, they asked how 

many participants had finished the tasks correctly, what their ranking was, or what the 

shortest completion time was. None of the Western participants asked such questions. This 

seems to reflect a stronger competitive orientation in Chinese culture. 

4.7 Discussion 

4.7.1 Main findings 

The research described in this article is a first attempt to systematically and experimentally 

investigate the effects of an isolated aspect of cultural adaptation (namely the structure of 

user instructions) on Western and Chinese users. The main findings of our study can be 

summarized very briefly and straightforwardly. Our experiment did not yield any evidence 

for the superiority of the Western or the Chinese way of structuring user instructions, nor 

did it confirm that culturally adapted user instructions work better for either Western or 

Chinese users. As such, the results do not seem to support the assumed relevance to adapt 

the structure of user instructions to the cultural background of users (Barnum & Li, 2006; 

D. D. Ding, 2003; Dragga, 1999; Honold, 1999; Q. Wang, 2000; Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. 

Wang & Wang, 2009; Yu, 2009; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). 
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If our results are confirmed in future research on user instructions, this may be indicative 

that cultural differences based on national culture—as far as they involve the structuring of 

user instructions— are counteracted by the emergence of a worldwide “community of 

practice” when it comes to using instructions (Eckert, 2006). A community of practice 

“identifies a social grouping not in virtue of shared abstract characteristics (for example, 

class, gender) or simple co-presence (for example, neighborhood, workplace), but in virtue 

of shared practice” (p. 683). It is imaginable that the situation of using user instructions in 

fact is highly similar for users from all cultures, and software and user instructions may 

create similar expectations, preferences and thought processes across cultures. This would 

relativize the relevance of cultural differences in a very small area, namely concerning the 

structuring of user instructions. 

However, it should be kept in mind that this is only a first, single experiment into this 

phenomenon, and our research experiences give way to several methodological 

considerations that may have implications for future research. So it is not the time to draw 

firm conclusions about the irrelevance of cultural adaptations of the structure of user 

instructions. Instead, we see it as an opening to further discussion of this theme.  

The results of our study may be considered far from spectacular. In general, researchers 

often feel reluctance to publish research that only yields nonsignificant results. There is 

value in our study, however, in avoiding significance bias in the academic literature (this 

refers to a tendency among researchers to mostly submit studies with significant results, and 

a tendency in editorial processes to mostly accept studies with significant results, which 

may lead to a biased overall picture), in setting the stage for more user-based intercultural 

or cross- cultural research in technical communication, and in sharing and discussing 

methodological issues with this type of research. 

4.7.2 Methodological considerations and suggestions for future research 

Several methodological considerations follow from our results and experiences. A first 

consideration involves the position of the user instructions in our study. From our 

observations, we noticed reluctance among the participants to actually use the user 

instructions during their task performance. Within the sessions, the user instructions may 

have played a less prominent role in the perspective of the users than we originally foresaw. 

This may have weakened the sensitivity of the research design to find effects of the cultural 

adaptations. Solutions may be found in different directions. On the one hand, we could 

think of designing an experiment in which participants are obliged to use the manual (even 

though that may be hard to implement). On the other hand, we could think of using a 

different technical communication genre than user instructions (some of the content analytic 



 

-75- 

studies focused more on technical reports and Web sites, for instance). It would be 

interesting to replicate our study in either direction. 

Another consideration involving the user instructions might be that both versions of the 

user instructions were still relatively far removed from what would be an ideal type of user 

support in the eyes of the participants. In our research we based our materials on an existing 

manual, which could be considered to be positive for the ecological validity of the research. 

However, in the view of (at least some of ) the participants, our variations in structuring 

may merely reflect marginal differences, when compared to the structure they would find 

more geared toward adequate user support: for instance, instructions supporting the 

exploratory behaviors of users, and offering help when they get stuck, comparable to the 

principle of “Minimalism” (cf. Van der Meij & Carroll, 1995). Indeed, our observations 

suggest that exploratory user behavior and reluctance to use the instructions were 

prominent among users of both cultural backgrounds. A problem here is that there is no 

content analytic research in this very specific area that can help us guide the design of 

experimental materials. 

One could also question other choices that we made in our research. For instance, it is 

conceivable that the advantages of structure will become more apparent to users when the 

amount of text they are exposed to is larger and when navigating is a more prominent 

aspect of the task execution. It is also imaginable that a larger task, more tasks with the 

software package, or a higher task complexity would challenge the design of the user 

instructions more, and therefore would generate more sensitivity to pinpoint cultural 

differences. The mean scores on task performance and comprehension were relatively high 

in our study. A replication with longer documents of user instructions and larger, more, or 

more complex tasks would be an interesting follow- up to this study. 

A last consideration involves the selection of participants. The Chinese participants in our 

study all lived and followed education in The Netherlands, and therefore may have been 

influenced by the Western way of structuring documents. It would be interesting to 

replicate our study with participants in China who never went abroad. It should be noted, 

though, that such a cultural influence assumption may only be an explanation for the lack of 

significant findings among Chinese participants: They may originally be used to the 

Chinese way of structuring, but in their acculturation process in the Netherlands have also 

gotten used to the Western way of structuring. We cannot explain the lack of significant 

findings among Western participants, who had never been to China before, but apparently 

had no clear preference for the Western way of structuring. 
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In sum, more research is needed in this fascinating area of investigation. The design and 

results of our study and our experiences and observations provide various interesting areas 

for future research. And let us not forget the other domains that we identified: style, visual 

design, and user behavior. Given the growing importance of intercultural and cross-cultural 

technical communication, more research attention for cultural differences between users is 

in our view essential. 

4.7.3 Practical implications 

Although it is too early for firm conclusions, our research shows that it may be ill-advised 

to simply adopt the suggestions given by content analytic studies about differences between 

Western and Chinese documents in the way information is structured. The practices of 

Western and Chinese technical communicators may indeed reflect cultural differences, but 

may not reflect the preferences of users. Neither of the two versions of the user instructions 

appeared to be superior for either of the two cultural backgrounds. As such, the results may 

relativize the importance of structuring in user instructions, or call for a more drastic, user-

centered way of structuring that goes beyond either version of the instructions used. It 

should be noted that such a conclusion can only be preliminary at this stage, and that the 

research findings do not apply to cultural differences on other aspects (for example, style or 

visual design) and cultural differences in the structuring of other technical documents (for 

example, reports).  
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Appendix 

1. Use of Subheadings 

Chinese version: No subheadings 

 

Western version: Subheadings 

 

2. Deductive Versus Inductive Order 

Chinese version: Inductive (arguments → conclusion) 

 

Western version: Deductive (conclusion → arguments) 

 

3. Explicit Versus Implicit Instructions 

Chinese version: Implicit instructions (without lists) 
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Western version: Explicit instructions (with lists) 

 

4. Concrete-to-General Versus General-to-Concrete Order 

Chinese version: General-to-concrete order 

 

Western version: Concrete-to-general order 
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5.1 Introduction 

In modern societies, technology is more pervasive than ever before. All kinds of 

technologies, varying from simple household devices to complex professional software 

applications, profoundly affect our lives. Technical communicators are the professionals 

responsible for bridging the gap between technological possibilities and users’ needs, 

desires, and preferences. An important way of doing so is by creating, facilitating, and 

maintaining forms of user support. The nature of user support has developed in various 

directions, including video instructions (Van der Meij, 2018; Van der Meij & Van der Meij, 

2013), helpdesks (Robles, 2018; Van Velsen, Steehouder, & De Jong, 2007), and user 

forums (Frith, 2014; Swarts, 2015), but written instructions are still one of the prominent 

ways of helping users. 

Technology not only affects our private and professional lives, it also has dramatic effects 

on society as a whole. One of those effects is that it has globalized the world we live in. 

People’s mobility all over the world has rapidly increased and national markets for products 

are developing into global ones. As a result, manufacturers of technical products 

increasingly have to consider the possible effects of national and cultural differences on 

their products as well as on the user support for their products. Technical communication 

therefore has a strong tradition of research into translation and localization (Batova, 2017, 

2019; Batova & Clark, 2015; Lentz & Hulst, 2000; Sun, 2006, 2012).  

In addition, various authors focused on differences in document design practices between 

cultures. The research so far predominantly aimed at comparing Western and Chinese 

technical communication practices. This has practical and intrinsic reasons. Practically, 

technological developments in China and the country’s openness to the rest of the world 

have gone through spectacular developments in the past decades. China has developed from 

a closed country to an influential world player, and from a manufacturing to a high-tech 

developing country. Intrinsically, comparing Western cultures with China is interesting 

because the cultural distance is assumed to be quite large.  

Using variations of content analysis, various researchers tried to make sense of differences 

in document design practices (Barnum & Li, 2006; D. D. Ding, 2003; Dragga, 1999; Q. 

Wang, 2000; Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; Yu, 2009). The results of 

these studies complement each other and sometimes point in different directions, which 

might be attributed to their small-scale data collection, variety of documents used, and 

rather informal analysis approach. 
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To overcome these shortcomings, a study (Chapter 2) conducted a comprehensive content 

analysis, comparing 50 Chinese and 50 Western manuals for household appliances. They 

focused on three aspects of user instructions: content, structure, and visuals, leaving out 

style because it would be too hard to reliably assess in a quantitative content analysis. Their 

results confirmed that there are cultural differences on all three aspects. Regarding content, 

the overall difference is that Chinese manuals appear to be less confined to the function of 

supporting end users than Western manuals. Chinese manuals pay more attention to 

advertising and relationship-building and also focus on serving technical experts. Regarding 

structure, the main difference is that Chinese manuals are less strictly organized than 

Western manuals. The manuals contain comparable numbers of structuring elements such 

as headings or lists, but use them differently: Chinese manuals have less hierarchy in 

headings, fewer standout elements in the text, and less functional chunking of information. 

Regarding the use of visuals, the main difference lies in the use of entertaining and human-

oriented visuals in Chinese manuals (such as cartoons and visuals with human figures) 

versus a restriction to entirely instrumental visuals in Western manuals.  

The problem of such content analytic research, however, is that it is uncertain whether the 

differences found correspond to different user preferences or merely reflect the current state 

of the art in document design habits. For decisive answers about cultural differences, user 

research is needed. So far, only few researchers have taken up this challenge, with very 

different approaches and somewhat scattered results. In this article, we describe a 

comprehensive experimental study into the effects Chinese and Western manual structures 

have on Chinese and Western users. Specifically, we focus on task performance, user 

satisfaction, and information selection.  

5.2 Cultural Differences and the Structuring of Information 

The structuring of information is an important aspect in the body of knowledge of technical 

communication (Van der Meij et al., 2009). One of the basic principles of technical 

communication as it developed in Western cultures involves the chunking of information, 

to optimally facilitate the switching between instructions and task execution. Another 

fundamental principle is that users must be optimally supported to select the information 

they need in a specific situation. Assumptions of users reading linearly before they start 

executing tasks are not considered to be tenable. These principles can also be found in the 

influential minimalist approach of writing user manuals (Van der Meij & Carroll, 1995). 

Earlier content analytic studies into cultural differences in technical communication 

therefore focused strongly on differences in structure between Western countries and China 

(Barnum & Li, 2006; D. D. Ding, 2003; Dragga, 1999; Q. Wang, 2000; Y. Wang et al., 
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2007; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; Yu, 2009). The most comprehensive content analysis, 

which summarized and tested the insights from earlier studies, was conducted (Chapter 2). 

In that study several conclusions were drawn about structural differences between Chinese 

and Western manuals for household appliances. 

In contrast to several earlier content analyses, the study (Chapter 2) concluded that there is 

no difference in the number of structuring elements between Chinese and Western manuals, 

but there are fundamental differences in the way they are used. To summarize their main 

findings, Chinese manuals have a flatter structure (more first-level headings and fewer 

higher-level headings), use more visual cues to signal headings, do not seem to 

systematically and rigorously chunk information into meaningful steps, and contain fewer 

standout elements (such as tips and warnings presented in a box). 

Assuming that such structural differences found in content analytic research reflect the 

needs and preferences of users from both cultures, a number of hypotheses can be 

formulated regarding task performance and user satisfaction. For task performance, we 

distinguish between effectiveness and efficiency; for user satisfaction, we distinguish 

between satisfaction with the structure of the manual, the manual’s overall usability, and 

the software package. This leads to the following hypotheses: 

Task performance 

H1a: Chinese participants working with the Chinese manual structure work more 

effectively than Chinese participants working with the Western manual structure. 

H1b: Western participants working with the Western manual structure work more 

effectively than Western participants working with the Chinese manual structure. 

 

H2a: Chinese participants working with the Chinese manual structure work more 

efficiently than Chinese participants working with the Western manual structure. 

H2b: Western participants working with the Western manual structure work more 

efficiently than Western participants working with the Chinese manual structure. 

 

User satisfaction 

H3a: Chinese participants working with the Chinese manual structure are more 

satisfied with the structure of the manual than Chinese participants working with the 

Western manual structure. 
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H3b: Western participants working with the Western manual structure are more 

satisfied with the structure of the manual than Western participants working with the 

Chinese manual structure. 

 

H4a: Chinese participants working with the Chinese manual structure are more 

satisfied with the usability of the manual than Chinese participants working with the 

Western manual structure. 

H4b: Western participants working with the Western manual structure are more 

satisfied with the usability of the manual than Western participants working with the 

Chinese manual structure. 

 

H5a: Chinese participants working with the Chinese manual structure are more 

satisfied with the software package than Chinese participants working with the 

Western manual structure. 

H5b: Western participants working with the Western manual structure are more 

satisfied with the software package than Western participants working with the 

Chinese manual structure. 

In addition, we formulated a number of hypotheses about users’ information selection. On 

the basis of the aforementioned content-analytic findings we hypothesized that Chinese 

participants pay less attention to structuring elements in the manual. Based on another 

content analytic finding regarding the information contained in manuals—suggesting that 

Chinese manuals contain more contextual information, for instance to establish a good 

relationship with the user (Chapter 2)—we hypothesized that Chinese participants pay more 

attention to such contextual information. And based on several earlier content analyses 

(Carroll & Delin, 1998; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007) and a user study 

by Honold (1999), all suggesting that visual information is more important in Chinese user 

instructions, we hypothesized that Chinese users pay more attention to visuals and Western 

users pay more attention to text. This leads to the following hypotheses: 

Information selection 

H6: Chinese participants pay less attention to the table of contents than Western 

participants. 

H7: Chinese participants pay less attention to headings than Western participants. 

H8: Chinese participants pay more attention to contextual information than Western 

participants. 
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H9: Chinese participants pay more attention to visuals than Western participants. 

H10: Chinese participants pay less attention to textual information than Western 

participants 

5.3 Earlier Research 

In the technical communication literature, only four studies can be found addressing the 

effects of cultural differences on users. Honold (1999) used a combination of focus groups, 

questionnaires, and usability tests to make sense of the way Chinese and German users 

would learn how to use a cell phone. The results suggest that German users value paper 

manuals more than Chinese. In addition, Germans have different preferences for visuals, 

preferring overviews of the functionality where Chinese want pictorial information about 

procedures. In relation to the structuring of information, she found that Germans have a 

need for clear overviews and a detailed index, while Chinese want to start with step-by-step 

information about basic functions, and think that the importance of information should be 

related to the size of the characters used. 

Zhu and St.Amant (2007) used a qualitative evaluation approach to examine how American 

users perceive the structure of Chinese-created Web sites about traditional Chinese 

medicine. They uncovered various problems including a poor connection to users’ prior 

knowledge, an organization that did not conform to their expectations, and a failure to 

provide detailed information. These results hint at the existence of cultural differences, 

although we cannot be sure that Chinese users would not experience the same problems. 

Moreover, the number of participants in this study was rather low. 

Y. Wang and Wang (2009) conducted user research comparing German and Chinese 

mechanics using technical automobile documentation, evaluating their comprehension of 

text and visuals and their navigation. Their results, however, were not very informative 

about the relationship between document characteristics and cultural background. They 

found that Chinese mechanics outperformed their German colleagues in in the 

comprehension test. They also found that the navigation strategies tended to differ between 

the two cultural groups: Germans considered more potentially important topics than 

Chinese, and often went from specific to general information, whereas the majority of the 

Chinese went from general to specific information. 

Study reported in Chapter 4 conducted the only experimental research so far. Focusing on 

the structuring of information, they experimentally compared the performance and 

appreciation of Western and Chinese users working with a carefully manipulated Chinese 
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or Western version of a software manual. They did not find any significant difference of the 

users’ cultural background or the manual version. Western and Chinese users appeared to 

work equally well with both versions of the manual. However, they reported some 

methodological shortcomings that might have affected the results. First, the manual was 

rather short and the participants appeared to be reluctant to actually use the manual. A 

situation in which structure matters more and participants must use the instructions would 

have been better. Second, the user instructions were based on an existing manual and the 

limited guidance from the then available content analytic studies, as a result of which both 

the Chinese and the Western manual version may not have been optimal. And third, the 

Chinese participants were in fact Chinese living and studying in the Netherlands and might 

have been influenced by the Western environment they had lived in. 

The study reported in this article can be seen as a follow-up to the study (Chapter 4). We 

designed a more comprehensive experiment that overcomes the shortcomings of that study.  

5.4 Method 

We used a 3x2 experimental design, with participants’ cultural background (Chinese living 

in China, Chinese living in the Netherlands, and Westerners) and manual structure as 

between-subject independent variables. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the 

two manual structures. Dependent variables were task performance, user satisfaction, and 

information selection. For the information selection we collected eye-tracking data.  

Data were collected in individual omnibus research sessions, in which we also collected 

data for two other experiments, about which we will report in separate articles. The tasks 

and stimulus materials used in the other two experiments differed considerably from those 

of this study, so that it was unlikely that they would influence each other. The research was 

approved by the ethical committee of our university. Below, we describe the various 

aspects of the research more in detail. 

5.4.1 Software package and tasks  

Just like an earlier study by De Jong et al. (2017), we chose Microsoft Excel 2016 as the 

software package for the experiment. Excel is a widely used spreadsheet application, 

embodied with several hundreds of features, from fundamental arithmetic calculations to 

rather complex programming. It is a software package that many people are familiar with, 

while only few seem to master a broad range of its functionality. It is not hard to develop 

different assignments with Excel that range in difficulty. 
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We created four user tasks, with varying levels of difficulty, which had to be performed 

within 30 minutes:  

 Task 1: Using the “fill handle” function to automatically fill out a short sequence of 

numbers (15, 13, 11, 9, 7, 5, 3, 1). 

 Task 2: Ranking 999 cities according to their population, and adding a rank number 

using the “fill handle” function. 

 Task 3: Using the “flash fill” function to create students’ e-mail addresses based on 

their first names, last names, and e-mail service providers (sub task 1) and to extract 

their dates of birth from their ID card numbers (sub task 2). 

 Task 4: Creating a “pivot table” based on a company’s sales data given (sub task 1) 

and then providing an overview of a company’s revenues per region in two subsequent 

years (sub task 2). 

The first three tasks were relatively easy and could be accomplished with up to four actions; 

the fourth task was considerably more complex and time-consuming. We provided the 

participants with Excel files with the data needed to do the tasks. 

5.4.2 Experimental manipulation: manual versions 

For this experiment, we designed a shortened Excel manual based on the information in the 

official manual. The instructions were designed into a four-folding manual of eight pages. 

The first page contained a table of contents, copyright information, and disclaimers. The 

second page provided contextual information (“About this Guide” and an introduction of 

new functions in Excel 2016). The remaining six pages consisted of task-related 

instructions, all of which were relevant for the four tasks.  

We created four manual versions. For the experimental manipulation, we needed a variation 

in manual structure (Chinese versus Western). Given our participant groups, we needed two 

language versions of both. We did not want our results to be skewed by differences in 

English language proficiency, especially considering the group of Chinese participants 

residing in China. In the experiment, all Chinese participants worked with Chinese manual 

versions, and all Western participants worked with English manual versions. 

For creating the two versions of the manual structure, we used the insights from the 

comprehensive content analysis in Chapter 2 as starting point. This resulted in the 

following differences: 
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 The Chinese structure had a flatter structure than the Western one. All Western 

second-level headings were changed into first-level headings in the Chinese versions. 

All Western third- and fourth-level headings were removed in the Chinese structure. 

 The headings in the Chinese structure (color, font size, and underlining) were marked 

with more visual cues than those in the Western one (color and font size). 

 The Chinese manual structure was less chunked into procedural steps than the 

Western one. Numbered lists of steps were presented in normal body text, with three 

or more separate actions described in the same paragraph, and sometimes the same 

sentence. 

 In contrast to the Western structure, the Chinese structure did not contain any standout 

elements such as tips and notes highlighted in a box. These types of information were 

integrated in the text.  

Apart from these differences in structure, the content of the two manual versions was 

exactly the same. 

The two versions of the manual were translated into Chinese by the first author. After that, 

the Chinese texts were translated back to English by a professional translator. A 

comparison of the original and back-translated English texts showed that they were 

consistent with each other. 

5.4.3 Research instrument and measures 

Regarding task performance, we used two measures: effectiveness (the proportion of the six 

tasks that were completed correctly) and efficiency (the total number of tasks completed 

successfully divided by the time taken). 

Regarding user satisfaction, also two measures were used: satisfaction with the manual and 

satisfaction with the software package. Satisfaction with the manual was measured on five-

point Likert scales using 24 items based on the study reported in Chapter 4. A factor 

analysis (with varimax rotation) showed that, after removal of confounding items, there 

were two underlying constructs: (1) satisfaction with the general usability of the manual 

(nine items; Cronbach’s alpha = .90) and (2) satisfaction with the structure of the manual 

(four items; Cronbach’s alpha = .84). Examples of items regarding general usability are: 

“The manual is of good quality” and “The manual was helpful for conducting the tasks.” 

Examples of items regarding manual structure are “The structure of the manual is 

confusing” and “I could easily find the information I need in the manual.” 
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Satisfaction with the software package was measured on five-point Likert scales using eight 

of the ten items of the System Usability Scale (SUS) (Brooke, 1996; Lewis & Sauro, 2009). 

Two items were removed from the scale because they did not fit in with the focus on 

limited functions of the software. We asked the SUS questions twice: for the first three 

tasks (all about filling in data) and for the fourth task (about the pivot table). Examples of 

items are: “I think that I would like to use the function frequently” and “I found this 

function was very awkward to use.” Together these items formed a sufficiently reliable 

scale (Cronbach’s alpha = .85). 

Participants’ information selection was investigated by means of eye-tracking data. Eye-

tracking is increasingly used to make sense of users’ behaviors navigating texts or 

interfaces (Cooke, 2008, 2010; Elling, Lentz, & De Jong, 2012). We used Tobii Pro Glasses 

2, a mobile eye-tracker, to collect the eye-tracking data. Tobii Pro Glasses are worn like 

regular glasses and weigh only 45 grams. We concentrated on participants’ information 

selection within the manual. Two measures were used: fixation counts (the number of 

fixations on parts of the manual) and fixation duration (the time used to process information 

around the fixations). To make sense of the eye-tracking data, we used the following 

measures: 

 Participants’ total attention paid to the manual. 

 Participants’ attention to structuring elements (table of contents/headings). 

 Participants’ attention to contextual information. 

 Participants’ attention to visuals versus text in the instructions. 

5.4.4 Participants 

Our study aimed at comparing Chinese and Western users’ interactions with the two 

manual structures. To overcome a potential shortcoming of the study (Chapter 4), and at the 

same time test whether it really applied, we decided to include two groups of Chinese 

participants in our research: Chinese living in China, who were born and raised in China 

and had never been abroad, and Chinese living in the Netherlands, who had lived in 

Western countries for at least one year (on average 2.2 years). The Western participants 

were born and raised in Western Europe or North America and were currently living in the 

Netherlands. All participants were university students. Chinese participants spoke Mandarin 

as their first language and Western participants were English native speakers or were fluent 

in English. Participants were rewarded for participating in the study either with participant 

credits or a 5 euro compensation. 
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Overall, 158 students were recruited from a Chinese and a Dutch university. In recruiting 

participants we tried to balance gender and the technical versus nontechnical orientation of 

their study program. Eventually, 30 participants had to be excluded from the analysis for 

one of the following reasons: problems with the completeness of the eye-tracking data (14), 

overlooking one or more of the tasks (14), and not using the manual (3). This resulted in 

127 participants that were included in the final analysis. 

Table 5.1 gives an overview of the participants’ background characteristics per 

experimental condition. Overall, the female-male ratio (70:57) and the ratio between 

technical and nontechnical educational programs (67:60) appear to be more or less in 

balance. The participants’ age ranged from 18 to 35 (M = 23.4, SD = 3.2).  

Table 5.1 Participants’ Background Characteristics per Experimental Group 

 Chinese in China Chinese in the  

Netherlands 

Westerners 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

N 25 20 21 20 19 22 

Age (M, SD) 22.2 (2.6) 22.3 (2.6) 25.9 (2.1) 24.0 (2.7) 24.0 (2.2) 22.5 (2.6) 

Gender (% female) 52% 60% 62% 45% 58% 55% 

Program (% technical) 44% 60% 52% 55% 53% 55% 

 

Testing for possible differences in background characteristics between the experimental 

conditions, we did not find any differences regarding gender and program type. However, 

the participants’ age was not equally distributed. An analysis of variance showed significant 

differences for participants’ cultural background (F (2,121) = 8.67, p < .001) and manual 

structure conditions (F (1,121) = 4.52, p< .05); no significant interaction effect was found 

(F (2,121) = 1.42, p = .25). An LSD post hoc test showed that Chinese participants living in 

the Netherlands (M = 24.9) were on average older than Western participants (M = 23.2) and 

Chinese participants living in China (M = 22.3). To judge the potential consequences of 

these age differences, we examined the correlation between age and all dependent 

variables. The Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients appeared to be small and 

nonsignificant (ranging from -.14 to .14). Therefore, we decided to analyze the results 

without age as a covariate. 



 

-92- 

5.4.5 Procedure 

All data were collected in individual sessions. In the sessions, data for three separate 

experiments were collected. The session started with an experiment on the structure of 

declarative information (10-15 minutes). After that, the data for this experiment were 

collected (40-60 minutes). The session ended with an experiment on the appreciation of 

various types of visuals in manuals (5-15 minutes). 

At the start of the session, participants were welcomed and read and signed an informed 

consent form. The participants received a separate introduction for each of the experiments. 

When they were ready, they were asked to put on the Tobii Pro Glasses. After calibration of 

the eye-tracking device, the facilitator started the Tobii Pro Eye-Tracker Manager to record 

the participants’ eye-movements.  

The participants sat in front of a computer with the Excel program opened. They received a 

task sheet. When they indicated that they understood what to do, they were given their 

version of the user instructions. They all did the four tasks in the same order. 

The recording was stopped when the participants had completed the four exercises or when 

the time ran out (after 30 minutes). After that, they were asked to fill out the online 

questionnaire about their satisfaction with the manual and the software. 

5.4.6 Analysis 

For the analysis of eye-tracking data, the software Tobii Pro Lab was used. To analyze 

participants’ fixations, areas of interests (AOI) in the manual were defined. All headings 

and all paragraphs were marked as areas of interest. Fixations outside of the AOI were not 

counted. All eye-movement data were imported in the same data file as the task 

performance and user satisfaction data. 

The statistical analyses were conducted in SPSS. We used two-way analysis of variance, 

with LSD post hoc tests to further explore differences between the three cultural 

background groups. In our analyses we were interested in main effects of participants’ 

cultural background, main effects of manual structure, and interaction effects between 

cultural background and manual structure. 
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5.5 Results 

Below, we describe the results per dependent variable. We start with task performance, 

followed by user satisfaction and information selection. 

5.5.1 Task performance 

Table 5.2 provides an overview of the average task performance, sub divided into an 

effectiveness and an efficiency score, of the participants in all experimental conditions. 

Regarding effectiveness, participants in all conditions managed to complete between 79 and 

88 percent of the tasks correctly. An analysis of variance showed that there were no 

significant differences between the three cultural groups (F (2,121) = 1.17, p = .31). 

Chinese participants living in China and abroad as well as Western participants performed 

equally well on the six tasks. Furthermore, there were no significant differences between 

the two manual structures (F (1,121) = .06, p = .80). For the effectiveness of participants’ 

task performance, it did not matter whether they used the Chinese or the Western manual 

structure. Finally, there was no interaction effect between participants’ cultural background 

and the manual structure (F (2,121) = .38, p = .68).  

Table 5.2 Task Performance per Experimental Group 

Note. All values represent mean scores (SD). Effectiveness is the proportion of correctly 

completed (sub) tasks; efficiency is the total number of correct (sub) tasks divided by the 

time taken (in minutes). 

Regarding efficiency, the findings are similar. Analysis of variance again showed no 

significant differences between the cultural groups (F (2,121) = .63, p = .54) and between 

manual structures (F (1,121) = .22, p = .64). Furthermore, no interaction effect between the 

two independent variables was found (F (2,121) = .49, p = .62). In all, the efficiency scores 

confirmed the conclusions drawn about effectiveness: All three groups of participants 

performed equally well, the manual structure did not make a difference, and there was no 

 

 

Chinese in China Chinese in the Netherlands Westerners 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

N 25 20 21 20 19 22 

Effectivenes

s 

.79 (.24) .80 (.27) .88 (.19) .85 (.23) .82 (.16) .88 (.22) 

Efficiency .23 (.14) .26 (.13) .29 (.17) .26 (.11) .26 (.09) .28 (.14) 
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relationship between participants’ cultural background and their efficiency working with 

either manual version.  

In all, no support was found for our hypotheses that Chinese users work more effectively 

[H1a] and more efficiently [H2a] with the Chinese manual structure, and that Western users 

work more effectively [H1b] and more efficiently [H2b] with the Western manual structure. 

5.5.2 User satisfaction 

Table 5.3 gives an overview of participants’ user satisfaction scores per condition. 

Regarding manual structure, no significant differences were found between cultural groups 

(F (2,121) = .20, p = .82) and manual structures (F (1,121) = .73, p = .40). There was also 

no interaction effect between the two independent variables (F (2,121) = 1.00, p = .37).  

Table 5.3 User Satisfaction Scores per Experimental Group 

Note. All values represent mean scores (SD). Measured on five-point scales (1 = negative, 5 

= positive). 

Similar results were found regarding manual usability: There were no significant 

differences between cultural groups (F (2,121) = 1.66, p = .19) and between manual 

structures (F (1,121) = .58, p = .45) and no interaction effect was found (F (2,121) = 2.33, p 

= .10). 

Participants’ satisfaction scores for software functionality also did not show significant 

differences between the experimental conditions. No main effects were found of cultural 

groups (F (2,121) = .49, p = .61) and manual structure (F (1,121) = .46, p = .50), and no 

interaction effect between the two was found (F (2,121) = .23, p = .10). 

 

 

Chinese in China Chinese in the  

Netherlands 

Westerners 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

N 25 20 21 20 19 22 

Manual structure 4.29 (.42) 4.11 (.83) 4.42 (.56) 4.16 (.54) 4.16 (.83) 4.29 (.62) 

Manual usability 3.66 (.86) 4.08 (.54) 3.94 (.70) 3.73 (.73) 4.05 (.44) 4.11 (.60) 

Software functions 3.55 (.45) 3.88 (.63) 3.81 (.44) 3.67 (.42) 3.82 (.49) 3.83 (.65) 
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In all, our findings provide no support for the hypotheses that Chinese users are more 

satisfied with the manual structure [H3a], the manual’s usability [H4a], and the software 

[H5a] when working with the Chinese manual structure. Likewise, there is no support for 

the hypotheses that Western users are more satisfied with the manual structure [H3b], the 

manual’s usability [H4b] and the software [H5b] when working with the Western manual 

structure. 

5.5.3 Information selection 

Table 5.4 and Table 5.5 present the findings regarding participants’ information selection, 

sub divided into their fixation counts and their fixation duration, in all experimental 

conditions. 

Overall attention to the manual. In our analysis, we first focused on the overall attention 

participants paid to the manual, as indicated by the total number of fixation counts and the 

total fixation duration. Analyses of variances did not show any significant main or 

interaction effects of the experimental conditions. On average, participants paid attention to 

the manual for 278 seconds (4.6 minutes), ranging between 40 and 709 seconds (11.8 

minutes). 

Attention to structuring elements. Looking at participants’ attention for the structuring 

elements in the manual, we found a number of significant differences. Regarding the usage 

of the table of contents, participants’ fixation counts (F (2,121) = 37.44, p < .001, partial η2 

= .38) and their fixation duration (F (2,121) = 36.48, p < .001, partial η2 = .38) indicated a 

strong and significant difference between the cultural groups. LSD post hoc tests showed 

that Western participants consulted the table of contents more often and longer than both 

groups of Chinese participants. In addition, the fixation duration showed a significant 

difference between the manual versions (F (1,121) = 5.98, p < .05, partial η2 = .05): 

Participants working with the Chinese manual structure used the table of contents longer 

than participants working with the Western manual structure. We did not find a similar 

effect for fixation counts (F (1,121) = 2.46, p = .12). No interaction effect was found.  

 



Table 5.4 Information Selection (Fixation Counts) per Experimental Group 

Chinese in China Chinese in the Netherlands Westerners 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

N 25 20 21 20 19 22 

Total fixation counts 600.3 (301.0) 584.1 (289.3) 653.8 (252.1) 557.2 (210.8) 551.2 (188.5) 493.73 (224.1) 

Attention to structuring elements 

  Table of contents 8.6 (8.4) 11.9 (20.4) 15.2 (17.3) 11.6 (7.4) 47.3 (24.4) 33.0 (20.6) 

  Headings 20.6 (15.7) 15.9 (11.0) 37.2 (29.9) 16.1 (8.5) 39.1 (27.1) 25.8 (14.4) 

Attention to contextual information

  Contextual information (page 2) 9.9 (5.7) 10.0 (11.0) 21.6 (23.8) 9.3 (5.9) 26.7 (22.7) 34.3 (25.2) 

Attention to visuals vs. text 

  Visuals in instructions 164.1 (96.1) 174.9 (90.5) 179.6 (72.1) 165.1 (73.8) 113.1 (37.4) 125.6 (60.5) 

  Text in instructions 414.9 (210.0) 384.2 (196.2) 432.7 (169.9) 368.8 (145.1) 362.1 (135.6) 285.1 (134.1) 
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Table 5.5 Information Selection (Fixation Duration) per Experimental Group 

Chinese in China Chinese in the Netherlands Westerners 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

Chinese 

manual 

structure 

Western 

manual 

structure 

N 25 20 21 20 19 22 

Total fixation duration 276.2 (133.2) 231.6 (118.1) 282.2 (111.1) 254.1 (144.4) 330.9 (129.1) 295.7 (118.4) 

Attention to structuring elements 

  Table of contents 6.6 (6.0) 5.2 (9.0) 9.3 (8.0) 5.8 (4.8) 27.1 (18.0) 19.0 (11.7) 

  Headings 8.3 (7.9) 5.6 (5.6) 15.1 (13.2) 6.5 (4.3) 18.8 (16.6) 14.5 (8.4) 

Attention to contextual information

  Contextual information (page 2) 3.4 (3.6) 2.7 (3.0) 6.9 (9.2) 2.7 (2.0) 16.8 (15.8) 20.3 (14.5) 

Attention to visuals versus text 

  Visuals in instructions 73.0 (41.1) 69.6 (33.9) 74.6 (31.3) 70.4 (38.9) 58.7 (24.5) 71.4 (32.6) 

  Text in instructions 192.2 (98.3) 153.3 (83.0) 189.8 (77.7) 174.5 (109.6) 227.5 (91.8) 174.8 (77.2) 

Note. Fixation duration is measured in seconds. 
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Regarding the usage of headings, the fixation counts (F (2.121) = 5.82, p < .005, partial η2 

= .09) and fixation duration (F (1,121) = 9.87, p < .005, partial η2 = .14) again showed a 

significant difference between the cultural groups. For both measures, LSD post hoc tests 

suggest that Western participants used headings more and longer than Chinese participants 

living in China. The Chinese participants living in the Netherlands took a middle position: 

They differed significantly from the Chinese living in China for fixation counts, and 

differed significantly from the Western participants for fixation duration. Furthermore, the 

fixation counts (F (1,121) = 5.82, p < .001, partial η2 =.11) and the fixation duration (F 

(1,121) = 8.32, p < .01, partial η2 = .06) showed that there was also an effect of manual 

structure: The Chinese manual structure urged participants more to pay attention to 

headings than the Western version did. There was no interaction effect.  

These findings support our hypothesis that Chinese participants pay less attention to the 

table of contents [H6] and headings [H7] than Western participants. At the same time, our 

findings draw attention to an effect we did not expect: The Chinese manual structure 

simulated participants more to pay attention to the table of contents and headings than the 

Western manual structure. A possible explanation for this finding is that participants 

working with the more implicit and less chunked Chinese manual structure were looking 

for more guidance during the process. 

Attention to contextual information. An analysis of the attention paid to contextual 

information revealed differences in the opposite direction than expected. Participants’ 

fixation counts (F (2,121) = 15.27, p < .001, partial η2 = .20) and fixation duration (F 

(2,121) = 32.37, p < .001, partial η2 = .35) indicated a strong and significant difference 

between the cultural groups. Contrary to our expectations, LSD post hoc tests showed that 

Western participants paid significantly more attention to this type of information than both 

groups of Chinese participants. There were no effects of manual structure, neither for 

fixation counts (F (1,121) = .24, p = .62) nor for fixation duration (F (1,121) = .07, p = .79). 

Participants’ fixation counts, however, showed a significant interaction effect between the 

cultural groups and the manual structure (F (2,121) = 3.33, p < .05, partial η2 = .05). An 

LSD post hoc test revealed that Western participants were more inclined to read contextual 

information in the Western manual structure (34.3 versus 26.7), whereas Chinese 

participants living in the Netherlands tended to read more contextual information in the 

Chinese manual structure (21.6 versus 9.3). There was no interaction effect for fixation 

duration. 

These findings do not support our hypothesis regarding attention to contextual versus task-

related information. We expected Chinese participants to pay more attention to contextual 

information than Western participants [H8], but they appeared to focus less on the 



 

-99- 

contextual information. This might be due to the fact that they are more used to the 

presence of non-instrumental elements in a manual, combined with the specific research 

situation solely focusing on completing tasks. The Chinese participants may have had lower 

expectations of the usefulness of the contextual information for their task execution, 

whereas the Western participants were more optimistic of finding useful clues in the 

contextual information.  

The interaction effect found for fixation counts—with Western participants focusing more 

on contextual information in the Western manual structure, and Chinese participants living 

in the Netherlands focusing more on contextual information in the Chinese manual 

structure—is harder to explain. It is imaginable that participants working with the manual 

structure connecting to their own culture were more positive of the quality of the manual 

and therefore had higher expectations of the usefulness of the contextual information. It 

seems not unlikely that this only affected the Chinese participants living in the 

Netherlands—who had been exposed to user instructions from both cultures—and not the 

Chinese participants living in China—who know from experience that contextual 

information in manuals is never relevant for task execution. 

Attention to visuals versus text. An analysis of the fixation counts of attention to visuals 

showed that there was a significant difference between the cultural groups (F (2,121) = 

6.47, p <.005, partial η2 = .10). An LSD post hoc test showed that both groups of Chinese 

participants paid significantly more attention to the visuals than the Western participants 

did. We did not find a significant difference at this point for fixation duration (F (2,121) = 

.55, p = .58). We also did not find significant differences of manual structure, neither for 

fixation counts (F (1,121) = .05, p = .83) nor for fixation duration (F (1,121) = .08, p = .78). 

No interaction effect was found. 

Regarding participants’ attention to text, no significant differences were found between the 

cultural groups, both in fixation counts (F (2,121) = 2.82, p = .06) and in fixation duration 

(F (2,121) = 1.08, p = .34). One could say that there is a tendency towards significance 

regarding fixation counts, but the difference is in the opposite direction than expected: 

Chinese participants tended to have more fixations on text than Western participants. 

However, manual structure appeared to matter. We found a tendency towards significance 

for fixation counts (F (1,121) = 3.59, p = .06, partial η2 = .03) and a significant difference 

for fixation duration (F (1,121) = 4.90, p < .05, partial η2 = .04). The Chinese manual 

structure appeared to focus participants’ attention more on the text than the Western manual 

structure. No interaction effect was found. 
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These findings provide partial support for the hypothesis that Chinese users pay more 

attention to visuals than Western users [H9]. This was confirmed for fixation counts but not 

for fixation duration. No support was found for the hypothesis that Chinese users pay less 

attention to text than Western users [H10]. 

The finding that the Chinese manual structure focuses participants more on the textual 

instructions can be explained by the fact that the less explicit structure with fewer standout 

elements may require that users read more text to find the information they are looking for. 

5.6 Discussion 

5.6.1 Main findings 

As a follow-up to the study reported in Chapter 4, the research reported in this article is a 

second attempt to investigate whether culturally adapted manual structures would make a 

difference for Chinese and Western users. To answer this question, we created a Chinese 

and a Western version of a manual based on current insights from content analytic studies 

and tested how these versions worked for Chinese and Western users. In the research design 

we tried to overcome the shortcomings of the study in Chapter 4. Nevertheless, the results 

of our study were perfectly in line with Li et al.’s earlier findings: The structural differences 

between the two manual versions had no effect on Chinese and Western users. All 

hypotheses regarding task performance [H1-2] and user satisfaction [H3-5] had to be 

rejected. 

Looking at participants’ information selection, our study resulted in a number of interesting 

observations, mostly in line with our hypotheses, but one time in the opposite direction. 

Our results confirmed our hypotheses that Chinese users make less use of structuring 

elements in a manual (the table of contents and headings) than Western users [H6-7]. We 

also found partial confirmation for our hypothesis that Chinese users pay more attention to 

visuals than Western users [H9], but did not find confirmation of the counterpart of the 

latter hypothesis, that Western users pay more attention to textual information than Chinese 

participants [H10] 

The observation in the opposite direction involved the use of contextual information [H8]. 

On the basis of the content analytic studies we expected that Chinese users would use 

contextual information more than Western users. In our study, however, Western users 

appeared to use this type of information more than Chinese users. The explanation seems to 

lie in the strict task orientation of our experiment. In line with the cultural differences found 
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in content analyses, Chinese users appeared to know, based on experience, that this part of 

the manual would not contain useful information for their tasks. Western users, who tend to 

see the entire manual as a document aimed at supporting users to work with the software, 

appeared to have higher expectations of the potential usefulness of the contextual 

information. 

5.6.2 Theoretical implications 

Our research contributes to the body of knowledge regarding cross-cultural and 

intercultural technical communication. The main issue at stake here is whether the insights 

that have been developed in content analytic research about cultural differences in the 

structuring of user manuals (Barnum & Li, 2006; D. D. Ding, 2003; Dragga, 1999; Q. 

Wang, 2000; Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; Yu, 2009; the study reported 

in Chapter 2) actually reflect cultural differences in user preferences. If that would not be 

the case, such differences must be ascribed to local folklore and random habits of technical 

communicators. 

Our research provides a mixed answer to that question. On the one hand, our results seem 

to relativize the importance of cultural differences in the structuring of user instructions. 

Our study showed that implementing the structural differences identified in content 

analyses does not make a noticeable difference to users. Chinese users can work equally 

well and are equally satisfied with a Western and a Chinese manual structure. And the same 

applies to Western users. The latter is surprising because the Western manual structure was 

meant to reflect the current (Western) state of the art in structuring user instructions, and 

the Chinese structure deviates from some basic principles (creating a clear hierarchical 

structure, chunking information, making certain elements stand out).  

On the other hand, our results indicate that Chinese and Western users differ in their way of 

using manuals. And these differences appear to correspond to structural and other 

differences uncovered in content analytic research (Chapter 2). For instance, Chinese users 

pay less attention to the structuring elements than Western users, which somehow supports 

the looser and less rigid structuring of Chinese manuals. Chinese users pay more attention 

to visuals in the manual, which corroborates earlier findings about the prominence of 

visuals in Chinese technical communication. And Chinese users expect more than Western 

users that contextual information is not task-related, which supports the more 

multifunctional nature of Chinese manuals. 
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How do these paradoxical insights align with each other? The study reported in Chapter 4 

proposed the existence of a “community of practice” in the domain of user support, in 

which a more or less universal way of designing and using instructions emerges (cf. Eckert, 

2006). Our results seem to further specify that. There are differences in the way Chinese 

and Western users operate using instructions, but at the same time Chinese and Western 

users have developed flexibility in using instructions that enables them to work equally well 

with different cultural versions. This might indicate that the structuring of manuals can be 

seen as a less prominent aspect of cross-cultural technical communication than previously 

assumed. 

An additional purpose of our research was that we wanted to find out whether recruiting 

Chinese participants living in Western countries, like in Chapter 4, leads to comparable 

results as recruiting Chinese participants living in China. This relates to the effects of 

acculturation on cultural differences. We only found one instance in which Chinese 

participants living in the Netherlands took a middle position between Chinese participants 

living in Chine and Western participants. In all other differences found, the two groups of 

Chinese participants did not differ from each other. Based on our findings it seems 

justifiable to conduct cross-cultural research with participants residing in Western 

countries. Intrinsically this finding suggests that cultural differences in using user 

instructions can be quite resistant to the effects of acculturation. 

5.6.3 Practical recommendations 

Based on our findings, it does not seem justified to spend much time and effort on cultural 

adaptations of a manual structure. Other aspects of a manual seem to be more promising to 

make a difference for the usability and user experience of international users. One aspect 

appears to be the use of visuals. Our research shows that visuals are more important to 

Chinese users than to Western users. In design processes of individual manuals or of a 

format for manuals, it would be wise to pay attention to the differential role visuals can play 

in the perceived quality and usability of a manual. Another aspect involves content, 

particularly the way manuals may contribute to the relation between brand and user and to 

user experience in general. Our findings underline that Chinese users have different 

expectations at this point than Western users. 

5.6.4 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

Of course, there are still some limitations that should be kept in mind when interpreting our 

results. First, one could argue that the structural characteristics of manuals will play a more 

significant role when the document is more substantial. Our study ensured that the manual 
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was sufficiently complex and that participants really used it, but the manual was still 

relatively short, basically an excerpt from a more comprehensive Excel manual. It is 

imaginable that the effects of structure, and as a consequence the possible effects of cultural 

variations of structure, will be clearer in the case of a more substantial manual. Future 

research could focus on that. 

Second, our research only focused on immediate task performance, whereas using the 

manual may also involve learning and memorizing how to perform certain tasks (reading to 

learn to do; Redish, 1988). Earlier research shows that manipulations in user instructions 

might have no effect on immediate task performance and still have an effect on learning 

and future (memorized) task performance (Eiriksdottir & Catrambone, 2011; Ummelen, 

1997). Future research could therefore also focus on the effects of manual structures on 

learning and future task performance. 

Third, our experiment was entirely focused on task execution, which relates to the usability 

of manuals, but leaves out other types of contributions a manual might make, specifically in 

the broader realm of user experience. Especially with regard to the information selection of 

users in a manual, it would be very interesting to take a broader perspective on the use of 

manuals. Our strict focus on usability might be an example of cultural bias in itself. More 

eye-tracking studies of participants using a manual for a broader range of tasks than 

immediate task performance would be very interesting. 

5.6.5 Conclusion 

The study reported in this article shows that cultural adaptations of the structuring of a user 

manual do not have the expected effects on Chinese and Western participants. Both groups 

of participants perform equally well and are equally satisfied with both manual structures. 

This does not mean that they behave in the same way. Chinese users pay less attention to 

structuring elements (table of contents and headings) and more attention to visuals. These 

differences appear to correspond to some of the insights content-analytic studies have 

provided about differences between Chinese and Western documents. But somehow, 

Chinese and Western users have the flexibility to use a manual version that does not 

correspond to the principles of structuring belonging to their culture. These results suggest 

that the structure of user instructions may be a less important aspect to pay attention to in 

cross-cultural technical communication. 
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6.1 Introduction 

Western user documentation differs in many aspects from Eastern Asian user 

documentation. Results of several content analytic studies (Barnum & Li, 2006; Carroll & 

Delin, 1998; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007; the study reported in 

Chapter 2) have suggested differences regarding the content of instructions, the use of 

visuals, and – most dominantly – differences regarding the structure of instructions. Results 

of the most comprehensive and most recent content analytic study, which involved a 

comparison between Chinese and English manuals for household products showed that the 

structure of Chinese instructions is fuzzier and less rigid than the structure of English 

instructions, because structuring elements, such as headings, are less systematically used. 

However, other studies show that users of instructions from both cultures are equally well 

able to use both instructions with and without the systematic use of structuring elements 

study (Chapter 4 and 5). 

The current study focuses on a different genre of user documentation: product descriptions. 

Contrary to manuals, these documents are not read to be able to perform a task, but to learn 

more about a product (For an explanation of these readers goals, see Redish, 1988). Studies 

into the structure of texts that are read to learn have also suggested that Eastern Asian and 

Western texts differ from each other with regard to their structure. Western writers seem to 

prefer to organize a text deductively, starting with the main topic or statement, while 

Eastern Asian writers seem to prefer an inductive structure, starting with descriptions and 

examples, followed by the main statement (Kirkpatrick & Xu, 2012a; Kong, 2013; Lian, 

2006). It is not yet entirely clear what effects these different organizing principles have on 

readers with different cultural backgrounds. Previous research about reading processes in 

general has indicated that prior knowledge about the content of a text or about the way a 

text may be organized has positive effects (Afflerbach, 1990; Lorch & Lorch, 1996). So, it 

may be assumed that Chinese readers would benefit from inductively organized texts and 

that Western readers would benefit from deductively organized product descriptions.  

6.2 Literature Review 

Both inductive and deductive patterns are found in Chinese and English documents. Liao 

(2000), for example, concluded, based on a content analysis, that English and Chinese 

expository texts are often similarly organized. These conclusions are in accordance with the 

conclusions of J. Li (2001), who studied a number of Chinese and English expository 

writings. However, most scholars seem to acknowledge that although both organizational 
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strategies are used in both cultures, writers’ and readers’ preferences for a specific structure 

are defined by cultural differences (Jia & Cheng, 2002; Scollon & Scollon, 2001).  

Research has suggested that in different Eastern Asian countries texts are more often 

structured inductively. Cheng (2005), Cheung (2010), and Xia (2007) studied Chinese texts, 

Hinds (1983) and Kimura (2003) Japanese texts and Tran (2007) studied texts in a 

Vietnamese context. They all concluded that the prevalent text structure in Eastern Asia is 

inductive, with a general description presented at the beginning of the text, and opinions 

and statements positioned towards the end. In the Western world, the prevalent text 

structure is deductive. The main idea or statement is placed at the beginning of a text, 

followed by supporting details (Barnum & Li, 2006; D. D. Ding, 2006). The results of a 

recent interview study among 20 Chinese technical communicators supported the findings 

of the previous studies (see Chapter 3). 

Writers preferences’ for composing text using either an inductive or a deductive structure 

seem to be strong and not limited to first-language writing. Jia and Cheng (2002) analysed 

expository essays from English learners in China. They concluded that the majority of the 

essays were inductively organized. Even those Chinese scholars who had been exposed to 

English texts for a long time demonstrated their preference for an inductive text structure. 

Their texts started with some examples and their main statement was placed at the end. The 

essays written by Anglo-Americans were primarily deductively organized with the main 

statement or conclusion announced at the beginning, followed by some elaborations on this 

statement.  

Two main reasons, related to cultural differences, are described in the literature to explain 

writers’ strong preferences for an inductive or a deductive structure. Hinds (1987) related 

the preferences to the idea that in Eastern Asian countries it is the readers’ responsibility to 

identify the writer’s intentions, while in Western countries, it is the writer’s task to 

compose clear and unambiguous texts. Therefore, Eastern Asian writers give readers the 

opportunity to find out on their own what the main idea or statement of the text is by not 

presenting the actual statement until the end of the text. Contrary to this, Western writers 

are inclined to organize their texts deductively, so their readers can immediately identify 

the main idea or statement of the text. This explanation is embraced by other researchers 

(Barnum & Li, 2006; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). 

Another factor that is assumed to play a role, is politeness as a strategy to prevent others 

from losing ‘face’. In their politeness theory, P. Brown and Levinson (1987), distinguish 

between two types of ‘faces’: positive face refers to a person’s need to be appreciated and 

negative face refers to a person’s needs to act freely without constraints imposed by others. 
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It is assumed that positive face is more valued in collectivistic cultures, as in China. As a 

consequence, Chinese people prefer indirect communication, especially for topics that can 

result in disputes (Cheung, 2010; Hinkel, 1997; Y. Liu, 2007; Oetzel et al., 2001). This 

preference for indirect communication may be associated with a preference for inductively 

structured texts. In more individualistic Western cultures, negative face is assumed to be 

highly valued, because it is considered to be important that people can freely express their 

opinions (D. D. Ding, 2006; Scollon & Scollon, 2001; Tran, 2007; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). 

This may be related to a preference for deductively structured texts.  

According to theories about reading, the process of reading and understanding a text is 

influenced by readers’ prior knowledge and their expectations regarding content and 

structure of a text (Afflerbach, 1990; Fukuoka & Spyridakis, 2000; Lorch & Lorch, 1996; 

Spyridakis & Fukuoka, 2002). If a text is organized as expected, the text is easier to read. 

The assumption that readers process a text better if it is organized according to their 

culturally defined preferences, is investigated in a small number of studies. In the study of 

Chu, Swaffar and Charney (2002), Taiwanese participants were asked to read two English 

text passages (one deductively and one inductively structured). The participants’ ability to 

recall information was measured immediately after reading. As expected, they recalled 

more information from the inductively structured text than from the deductively structured 

text. Another investigation into how readers with different cultural backgrounds evaluated 

inductively and deductively organized texts indicated that Japanese people preferred 

inductively organized texts and that native speakers of English rated the deductively 

organized texts higher (Kobayashi & Rinnert, 1996). In another cross-cultural study, 

Spyridakis and Fukuoka (2002) examined American and Japanese readers’ comprehension 

for expository text that was organized either inductively or deductively. Their results show 

that the Japanese participants recalled more information from the inductively structured text 

while the American participants recalled the same amount of information from both the text 

with an inductive structure as from the text with a deductive structure. The results of this 

small number of studies point in the same direction. It seems to be beneficial for readers 

when texts are organized according to culturally defined principles.  

6.3 Hypotheses 

An experimental study in the field of technical communication was conducted to 

investigate to what extent Chinese and Western readers are affected by an inductive versus 

a deductive structure. Participants were asked to read a product description, consisting of 

declarative information about a household appliance. The working principles of two 

different types of refrigerators were explained, so readers could form an opinion on the 

quality of the product. A purchase suggestion was included in the text as well. By focusing 
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on declarative information, the results of the study will be an addition to the results of 

previous studies that investigated cross-cultural effects of the organization of task-related 

information in user instructions (Chapter 4 and 5). 

Based on the literature review, three pairs of hypotheses are formulated. It is expected that 

when readers are confronted with a text that is organized according to the prevalent text 

structure in their culture, they will be able to process the text faster than when they are 

confronted with a text that is differently organized. When readers recognize the 

organizational principles, it will be easier for them to process the text, and it may cost them 

less time to process the text. This leads to the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1a: Chinese readers process an inductively structured text faster than a 

deductively structured text. 

Hypothesis 1b: Western readers process a deductively structured text faster than an 

inductively structured text. 

When users can use their prior knowledge about the text structure and, therefore, are able to 

process the text easier, they may also be able to build a stronger mental model of the text 

content and remember more information (Lorch & Lorch, 1996). This leads to the 

following hypotheses:  

Hypothesis 2a: Chinese readers remember the content of an inductively structured 

text better than the content of deductively structured text. 

Hypothesis 2b: Western readers remember the content of a deductively structured 

text better than the content of an inductively structured text. 

The next hypotheses are not related to the reading process, but to the results of that process: 

the readers’ opinions on the text. Do readers consider the text to be well-structured and easy 

to read, are they satisfied with the text, are they convinced by the text? It is assumed that 

texts organized according to the culturally defined principles are valued higher than texts 

that are differently organized. So, we expect that Chinese people’s answers to these 

questions are more favorable after they read an inductively organized text and that Western 

people’s answers are more favorable after thy read a deductively organized text.  

Hypothesis 3a: Chinese readers’ opinions on an inductively structured text are more 

favorable than their opinions on a deductively structured text. 

Hypothesis 3b: Western readers’ opinions on a deductively structured text are more 

favorable than their opinions on an inductively structured text. 
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6.4 Method 

6.4.1 Research design 

To investigate the effects of text structure and cultural background on reading time, recall 

of the information and opinions about the text, an experiment was conducted, using a 2X3 

design. The independent variable text structure was manipulated by designing two variants 

of a text; one text variant was inductively structured; the other was deductively structured. 

The second independent variable, the cultural background of the readers was manipulated 

by recruiting three different groups of participants: Western people living in Western 

Europe, Chinese people who lived in China and who had never been abroad, Chinese 

people who had been in Western Europe for some time. Two groups of Chinese participants 

were recruited to be able to measure possible acculturation effects. All participants were 

asked to read one of the variants of the text and to answer questions that measured text 

recall and to answer questions about their opinions on the text structure, the readability of 

the text, the persuasiveness of the text and questions about their satisfaction with the text. 

This experiment was the first part of a larger study, consisting of three different parts. All 

three study parts investigated the effects of cultural differences on reading and using textual 

and visual user documentation for consumer products and software. The study was 

approved by the ethics committee of the University of Twente. 

6.4.2 Research materials 

Inductively and deductively organized expository text. The materials comprised of two 

variants of an expository text with information about a household appliance, each written in 

two languages. The text was targeted at consumers who wished to get more knowledge 

about this appliance and composed based on information found on the internet. The text 

compared two types of refrigerators, air-cooled refrigerators and direct cooled refrigerators, 

and recommended the readers to purchase an air-cooled refrigerator. This recommendation 

was underpinned with two arguments. The most important one was that air-cooled 

refrigerators did not need defrosting while it was necessary to manually defrost a direct 

cool refrigerator several times a year. The second argument was that air-cooled refrigerators 

have better refrigeration effects.  

Two versions of this text were composed: an inductively organized version and a 

deductively organized version. Apart from some conjunctions, the inductively and the 

deductively organized text comprised of exactly the same content. However, the order of 
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the content differed. In the inductively organized text, arguments and causes were presented 

before their conclusions and effects. The order of information in the deductively organized 

text was opposite to this. Conclusions and effects were presented first, following by the 

underpinning arguments and the causes. 

The principles for organizing text inductively or deductively were applied on the level of 

the overall text, the paragraph-level and the sentence-level. On the level of the overall text, 

the main difference between the inductively and deductively organized text was that the 

inductively organized text ended with the recommendation to purchase an air-cooled 

refrigerator, while the deductively organized text started with this recommendation. The 

inductively organized text started, after a brief introduction, with a paragraph in which the 

less important advantage of an air-cooled refrigerator was described. This paragraph was 

followed by one in which the most important advantage was described. The text ended with 

a brief paragraph that included the recommendation. The first paragraph of the deductively 

organized text comprised of a brief introduction and the recommendation to choose an air-

cooled refrigerator. The most important argument for this recommendation followed in the 

next paragraph. The text ended with a paragraph in which the less important argument was 

described.  

The structure of the two paragraphs in which the advantages of an air-cooled refrigerator 

were described, differed from each other as well. In the inductively organized text, it was 

firstly explained how the two types of refrigerators differed from each other with regard to 

either the probability that frost would be formed inside the fridge (most important 

argument) or the refrigeration effects (less important argument). After the differences were 

explained, the conclusion was drawn that air-cooled refrigerators should be preferred over 

direct cooled refrigerators. The paragraphs with the arguments in the deductively organized 

text, on the other hand, started with the conclusion that air-cooled refrigerators were better 

than direct cooled refrigerators, followed by an explanation of the argument for this 

conclusion, referring to the working principles of the two types of refrigerators. Figure 6.1 

and Figure 6.2 shows the two versions of the paragraph in which the less important 

argument is described. 

Sentences that described a causal relation were also structured differently in the inductively 

and deductively organized texts. Sentences in the inductively organized text started with the 

cause, followed by the effect. For example, the first part of sentence number 5 (see Figure 

6.1) describes that refrigeration in direct cooled refrigerators takes place by natural 

convection. This is the cause of a relatively poor temperature balance and a relatively low 

cooling rate. These effects are described in the second part of the sentence. In the 

deductively organized text, causal sentences start with the effect, followed by a description 
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of the cause. The same sentence number 5 (see Figure 6.2) starts with the conclusion that 

the temperature balance and the cooling rate are not optimal. This is followed by the 

explanation. 

Figure 6.1. Part of the inductively organized text. 

Figure 6.2. Part of the deductively organized text. 

English and Chinese translations. Both versions of the text were written in English and in 

Chinese. A back-translation procedure was conducted to ensure that content and structure 

of the English and Chinese versions were equal. The English deductive version of the text 

was designed first. This text was proofread and edited by native English editors. This text 

was used to design the inductively organized text by restructuring the content. The edited 

version of the English deductively organized text was translated in Chinese by the first 

author, who is a native speaker of Chinese. This text was then edited by native Chinese 

editors. This edited version was restructured to the Chinese inductive version by the first 

author. The following step in the procedure was that the Chinese inductively organized text 

was back-translated by a professional Chinese-English translator. Finally, the translated text 

was compared to the English inductively organized text that was designed previously. Both 

texts were comparable with regards to the content, structure and writing style.  

[9-2] The other advantage of air-cooled refrigerators is [9-1] that they have much better 

refrigeration effects. [8-2] Uniform temperature and quick refrigeration are enabled [8-1] 

because the cold air in the refrigerator is continuously circulated. [7] This is an active 

refrigeration method. [6-2] Specifically, the refrigeration is enabled by a fan [6-1] that 

circulates cold air moving around the evaporator. [5-2] However, the temperature balance 

of a direct cool refrigerator is relatively poor and the cooling rate is relatively low [5-1] 

because refrigeration takes place by natural convection. [4] This is a passive refrigeration 

method. [3-3] Specifically, the refrigeration is gradually achieved through [3-2] natural 

convection formed by [3-1] the cooled air around the evaporator that absorbs heat. 

[3-1] The evaporator of the direct cool refrigerator absorbs heat, which cools the air 

around it, [3-2] thereby forming natural convection [3-3] and then gradually achieves 

refrigeration. [4] This is a passive refrigeration method. [5-1] Because refrigeration takes 

place by natural convection, [5-2] the temperature balance is relatively poor and the 

cooling rate is relatively low. [6-1] However, the air-cooled refrigerator circulates cold air 

moving around the evaporator by a fan, [6-2] which enables the refrigeration. [7] This is 

an active refrigeration method. [8-1] Because the cold air in the refrigerator is 

continuously circulated, [8-2] it enables uniform temperature and quick refrigeration. [9-1] 

Therefore, air-cooled refrigerators have much better refrigeration effects, [9-2] which is 

one of the advantages of air-cooled refrigerators. 
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The length of the two English versions of the English text is almost equal: The inductively 

organized text counts 354 words, the deductively organized text counts 348 words. The two 

versions of the Chinese versions of the text are almost equal as well: the inductively 

organized text counts 563 characters and the deductively organized text counts 574 

characters. So, length differences between the differently structured texts are about 2% in 

both languages.  

6.4.3 Measurements 

To measure the effects of the cultural background of the participants and the text structure, 

the time participants needed to read the text, their ability to recall information and their 

opinions on the text were measured. The questionnaire comprised of recall-questions and 

questions on opinions, was initially designed in English. The English version was then 

proofread and edited by native English editors. After that, the first author translated the 

English materials in Chinese. This Chinese version of the questionnaire was translated back 

into English by two professional translators. A comparison of the original and back-

translated English texts showed that the two versions were comparable to each other. 

Recall of information. Eight questions with four multiple-choice alternatives were 

formulated to test if participants could remember the content of the text. One of questions 

was, for example: “What is an important advantage of the air-cooled refrigerator? A. 

Higher capacity B. No need to defrost manually C. Longer preservation period for fresh 

food D. No specific advantages and sentence”.  

Opinions on the text. Participants’ appreciation of the text was measured with 32 

statements. Participants were asked to rate each statement on a 5-point Likert scale (from 

totally disagree to totally agree). With these statements, participants’ ratings on five 

different aspects related to opinions about the text were intended to be measured: structure, 

professionalism, readability, affective satisfaction and persuasiveness.  

Participants’ opinion on the structure was measured with eight statements and their opinion 

on how professional the text was, was measured with six items. Both scales were used in a 

previous experiment on culturally adapted user documentation (Chapter 4). The items used 

to measure participants’ view on the readability of the text were selected form two 

commonly known scales to test perceived usability: The Software Usability Scale (SUS), 

developed by Brooke (1996; see also Lewis & Sauro, 2009) and the Instructional Materials 

Motivation Survey, which was developed by Keller (2009). Affective satisfaction was 
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measured by statements based on statements used by Venkatesh, Morris, Davis and Davis 

(2003). The persuasiveness scale consisted of five self-constructed items.  

A factor analysis was executed to test the questionnaire’s validity. See Table 6.1 for the 

results of this analysis. The analysis showed that both the structure and the professionalism 

scale did not form valid scales. However, nine items of these two scales formed a valid 

construct together. Since these items were all related to how well a text is organized, this 

new scale was labeled as “structure”. A reliability analysis showed that the scale was 

reliable (Cronbach’s alpha = .91). The results of the factor analysis showed that the other 

scales were valid, although some items had to be removed because they did not load onto 

one of the distinguished factors. The readability scale that was used to test the hypotheses 

consisted of six statements (Cronbach’s alpha = .84), the affective satisfaction scale 

consisted of five statements (Cronbach’s alpha = .82), and the persuasiveness scale 

consisted of four statements (Cronbach’s alpha = .81). 

6.4.4 Participants 

Two out of the three groups of participants were recruited at a Dutch university: The 

western people and the Chinese people who had been living abroad for some time. A total 

of 49 university students from Western Europe and Northern America participated. Being 

students in the Netherlands in English taught programs, they were all fluent in English. 

Fifty-five Chinese students who were currently living in the Netherlands participated. 

These students had lived in Western countries for at least one year (on average 2.2 years). 

They spoke Chinese (Mandarin) as their native language. The third group of participants, 

Chinese people who had never been abroad, was recruited at a Chinese university. A total 

of 54 students in China participated in the study. They were native speakers of Chinese 

(Mandarin). All students were rewarded with course credits or a small financial 

compensation (5 euros or an equivalent) for their participation.  

Table 6.2 provides an overview of the demographic characteristics of the participants. 

Gender of the participants was balanced: 52% (82) female participants, 48% (76) male 

participants. There were no statistically significant differences between the groups. About 

half of the participants (53%) were students in a technical program. No statistically 

significant differences were found between the groups. The participants indicated that their 

prior knowledge of the functioning of refrigerators was limited. Their mean score was 1.93 

(SD = .87) on a five-point scale. The differences between the groups were not statistically 

significant. Participants were between 18 and 35 years old (M = 23.55, SD = 3.24). An 

analysis of variance showed that there was a significant difference in age between the 

groups: F (2,152) = 12.38, p < .001. the effect size of this difference was large (eta2 = .14). 



Table 6.1 Factor Analysis of the Constructs Belonging to the Dependent Variable Opinions on the Text 

Factors 

Scale Items Structure Readability Affective 

Satisfaction 

Persuasiveness 

The information is organized in a way that is easy to follow. ,838 
The structure of the article is confusing. (R) .803 
The writing in the article flows smoothly and coherently. .783 
The content in the article is organized in a logical way. .776 
The relations between the sentences/paragraphs are clear to me. .764 
I could easily find the information I need in the article. .682 
The organization of the article is consistent. .669 
Navigation and search are easy in the article. .639 
The article is too wordy. (R) .565 
I could not really understand quite a bit of the information in the article. (R) .780 
I thought that I would need other support to be able to understand the article. (R) .746 
I imagine that most people would be able to understand the article. .712 
I felt very confident reading the article. .691 
This article was more difficult to understand than I would like for it to be. (R) .663 
I thought the article was easy to read. .577 
I got bored quickly when reading the article. (R) .790 
I had fun reading the article. .783 
I found reading the article to be enjoyable. .750 
I disliked the idea of reading the article. (R) .646 
This article has things that stimulated my curiosity. .643 
I am convinced that air-cooled refrigerators are better. .865 
If I have to buy a refrigerator. I would buy an air-cooled refrigerator, assuming I have 

sufficient money. 

.833 

I don’t think direct cool refrigerators are worse. (R) .737 
The advantages of air-cooled refrigerators are convincing. .690 
Eigenvalue 5.41 3.61 3.19 2.71 
Percent of variance 22.5 15.1 13.3 11.3 
Cumulative percentage 22.5 37.6 50.9 62.1 

Note. (R) = reversed item 

-1
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Table 6.2 Demographic Characteristics of the Participants 

Chinese in China Chinese in the Netherlands Westerners 

Inductive Deductive Inductive Deductive Inductive Deductive 

N 29 25 32 23 24 25 

Age (M, SD)* 22.41 (3.10) 22.28 (2.39) 24.72 (3.30) 25.65 (2.46) 23.21 (2.96) 23.04 (3.71) 

Gender (% female) 52% 52% 50% 48% 54% 56% 

Program (% technical) 52% 48% 65% 56% 42% 48% 

Knowledge of fridge (M, SD) 2.07 (.79) 1.88 (.89) 2.24 (.77) 1.83 (.78) 1.79 (.98) 1.74 (1.02) 

Note. * = significant differences between Chinese in China and Westerners 

-1
16
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Post-hoc comparisons using the LSD test indicated that the mean age of Chinese 

participants in the Netherlands (M = 25.19, SD =.42) was significantly higher than the 

mean age of Chinese participants in China (M = 22.35, SD = .42) and Western participants 

(M = 23.12, SD = .44). The age of Chinese participants in China and Western participants 

did not differ significantly.  

To investigate the possible influence of these age differences, the relation between age and 

all dependent variables was investigated using Pearson product-moment correlation 

coefficient. Small, non-significant correlations between age and all dependent variables 

were found (r-values ranged from -.13 to .09). Since age did not seem to affect the scores 

on the dependent variables, it was not included as a covariate in the analyses of variance to 

test the hypotheses. 

6.4.5 Procedure 

The experiment was conducted in individual sessions of approximately 15 minutes. This 

experiment was part of a larger study that consisted of three separate experiments. The 

sessions were held in a quiet room with a laptop that was used by all participants, either at 

[Dutch university] or at [Chinese university]. The first author of this article acted as the test 

leader in both countries.  

Participants started the experiment with reading and signing an informed consent form. 

Then, they were asked to read an introduction to the experiment on the laptop. The 

introductory text asked them to imagine that their old refrigerator was broken, that they 

were searching for information about what new refrigerator they should buy, and that they 

stumbled upon the experimental text. The participants were instructed to read the text as 

they would usually do, but they were also told that they would have to answer some 

questions about the content of the text afterwards. When the participants indicated that they 

had read the introductory, they clicked on a button and the one of the versions of the 

experimental text appeared on the screen. Participants were randomly assigned to either the 

inductively organized text or the deductively organized text. The time participants needed 

to read the text was measured. After they were finished reading the text, they answered the 

knowledge test and the appreciation questionnaire respectively, followed by two questions 

about their perceived previous knowledge about the functioning of refrigerators. While 

answering the questions, the participants did not have access to the text. All questions were 

answered online, on the laptop.  



 

-118- 

6.5 Results 

6.5.1 Reading time 

The mean reading times of the six groups of participants are shown in Table 6.3. A two-

way analysis of variance showed a statistically significant main effect of cultural 

background with a large effect size: F (2,150) = 26.36, p < .001, partial eta2 = .26. 

Westerners, who read the text written in English, needed more time to read the text than 

both groups of Chinese participants, who read the text written in Chinese. No effect of text 

structure on reading time was found. Contrary to the expectations as formulated in the first 

hypothesis, no interaction effect was found. 

6.5.2 Recall of information 

Table 6.3 shows that participants in all six conditions answered about six out of eight 

questions about the text content correctly. A second two-way analysis of variance showed 

no main effects of the participants’ cultural background and of text structure, nor an 

interaction effect. This means that the second hypothesis cannot be confirmed. 

6.5.3 Opinions on the text 

To test if participants’ cultural background and text structure have an effect on the four 

variables related to participants’ opinions on the text, four two-way analyses of variance 

were conducted. Conducting multiple analyses was preferred over conducting one 

multivariate analysis of variance because the statements of the four constructs seemed to 

measure concepts that were considerably different from each other. Items belonging to the 

structure-scale, for example, asked for a direct judgement of text characteristics, while 

items belonging to the persuasiveness scale asked about participants’ attitudes as a result of 

processing the information. 

Structure. Contrary to the expectations, text structure had an effect on participants’ 

appreciation for the structure of the text with a small to medium effect size: F (1,152) = 

4.15, p = .04, partial eta2 = .03. Overall, participants valued the structure of the inductively 

structured text higher (M = 3.64, SD = 0.68) than the structure of the deductively structured 

text (M = 3.38, SD = 0.79). Participants’ cultural background did not result in statistically 

different judgements on text structure, although a tendency towards an effect was found: F 

(2,152) = 2.93, p = .06. No interaction effect between text structure and cultural 

background was found: F (2,152) = 1.59, p = .21.



Table 6.3 Mean Time (SD), Mean Reading Comprehension Score (SD) and Mean Scores on Appreciation (SD) for each of the Six 

Conditions 

Chinese in China Chinese in the Netherlands Westerners 

Inductive Deductive Inductive Deductive Inductive Deductive 

N 28 25 31 23 24 25 

Time (s) 92.29 (30.19) 109.32 (29.82) 92.55 (28.92) 106.13 (45.25) 151.50 (48.00) 139.48 (33.84) 

N 29 25 32 23 24 25 

Reading Comprehension 6.10 (1.18) 6.40 (1.00) 6.25 (0.88) 5.74 (1.10) 6.08 (1.67) 6.04 (1.21) 

N 29 25 32 23 24 25 

Self-reported satisfaction 

Structure 3.75 (.65) 3.36 (.72) 3.83 (.53) 3.46 (.78) 3.28 (.77) 3.34 (.90) 

Readability 3.57 (.76) 3.19 (.78) 3.79 (.60) 3.39 (.90) 3.42 (.72) 3.77 (.84) 

Affective satisfaction 3.28 (.59) 3.04 (.63) 3.46 (.69) 3.01 (.81) 3.00 (.83) 3.03 (.73) 

Persuasiveness 3.92 (.37) 3.50 (.55) 3.70 (.68) 3.37 (.96) 3.80 (.55) 4.05 (.60) 
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Readability. The results related to the participants’ judgements of the readability of the text 

were in line with the third hypothesis. No main effects of text structure (F (1,152) = 1.43, p 

=.23) and cultural background (F (2,152) = 1.40, p =.25) were found, but the analysis of 

variance yielded an interaction effect between the two variables with a small to medium 

effect size: F (2,152) = 3.88, p = .02, partial eta2 = .05. Pairwise comparisons showed that 

Western participants considered the deductively structured version of the text as better 

readable than the Chinese participants who lived in China (p = .02). In Figure 6.3, the mean 

scores of the participant groups are visually depicted. 

Figure 6.3. Mean scores of the six participant groups on readability. 

Affective satisfaction. An analysis of variance yielded neither main effects of text structure 

(F (1,152) = 3.63, p = .06) and of participants’ cultural background (F (2,152) = 1.21, p = 

.30) on affective satisfaction, nor an interaction effect (F (2,152) = 1.45, p = .24). 

Persuasiveness. The last analysis of variance yielded no main effect of text structure on 

participants’ perception of the persuasiveness of the text, but the analysis did yield a main 

effect with a medium effect size of participants’ cultural background: F (2,152) = 4.82, p = 

.01, partial eta2 = .06. Pairwise comparisons showed that the average scores of Western 

participants (M =. 3.93, SD = .09) were statistically higher (p = .002) than the average 

scores of Chinese participants living in the Netherlands (M = 3.54, SD = .09). So, Western 

participants considered the text to be more convincing than Chinese participants in the 

Netherlands. Next to this main effect, an interaction effect with a small to medium effect 

size between text structure and cultural background was found: F (2,152) = 4.15, p = .02, = 
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.05, partial eta2 = .05. Pairwise comparisons showed that for Chinese participants who 

lived in China, the inductively structured version of the texts (M = 3.92, SD = .37) was 

more convincing than the deductively structured one (M = 3.50, SD = .55). Furthermore, 

the comparisons showed that the deductively structured version of the text was considered 

to be more convincing by the Western participants (M = 4.05, SD = .60) than by the 

Chinese participants in China (M = 3.50, SD = .55) and the Chinese participants in the 

Netherlands (M = 3.37, SD = .96). This interaction effect is in line with the expectations as 

formulated in the third hypothesis. The mean scores of the participant groups are visually 

depicted in Figure 6.4. 

Figure 6.4. Mean scores of the six participant groups on persuasiveness. 

6.6 Discussion 

6.6.1 Interpretation of main findings 

This study investigated the effects of inductively and deductively structured product 

descriptions on the time Chinese and Western readers needed to read the text, on their 

ability to remember text content and on their opinions on the text. We expected that the 

inductively structured version of the text would be more beneficial for Chinese readers and 

that the deductively structured text would be more beneficial for Western readers. These 

expectations are in accordance with reading theories proposing that readers use relevant 
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background information about content and structure when processing a text (Afflerbach, 

1990; Lorch & Lorch, 1996; Spyridakis & Fukuoka, 2002). However, the study results 

show a different pattern. The way the product description was organized had less profound 

effects on readers than expected. 

The first and the second hypothesis, regarding the time participants need to process a text 

and the amount of information they can remember, have to be rejected. No interaction 

effects between participants’ cultural background and text structure were found. However, 

contrary to the expectations, a main effect of cultural background was found. The study 

results showed that Chinese participants needed less time to read the Chinese versions of 

the texts than the Western participants needed to read the versions of the English text, no 

matter whether they were inductively or deductively structured. This difference may be 

attributed to the different writing systems. The basic units of Chinese texts are characters, 

while English texts are written using the alphabetical system. Chinese texts are assumed to 

have a higher density, a shorter average word length and, because of the use of characters, 

there are no spaces between words (X. Li, Liu, & Rayner, 2011). As a result, the Chinese 

version of the text takes less place on the screen than the English versions if the same font 

size applied in both languages. This may increase reading time (Feng, Miller, Shu, & 

Zhang, 2009). 

The absence of an interaction effect implies that the performance of Chinese or Western 

readers is not affected by how text content is organized, inductively or deductively. This 

could be attributed to the existence of either pattern in both cultures (Jia & Cheng, 2002; 

Scollon & Scollon, 2001). Readers may recognize both structures and have no difficulties 

processing inductively and deductively organized texts. Another possible explanation may 

be that readers are able to adapt to less familiar text structures without much effort. This 

would be in accordance with the results of Chapter 4 and 5, in which the effects of 

structuring elements such as a table of content and headings in a software manual were 

tested among Chinese and Western users. Although it was expected that Western users 

would rely more on these elements than Chinese users and eye-tracking data proved that 

Western users indeed had more attention for these elements, no differences regarding task 

performance and user satisfaction were found. The results of the present study also suggest 

that readers are flexible, not only when reading a text to be able to do a task, but also when 

reading a text to form an opinion. They are able to process texts that are not organized 

according to the prevalent structure without much effort and the outcomes of their reading 

process are similar to the outcomes of processing a text that is organized according to the 

prevalent principles in their culture.  
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Regarding the participants’ opinions on the text, the study results show some support for 

the third hypothesis. No effects were found for participants’ evaluation of the text structure 

and for their affective satisfaction, but participants’ perceived readability and 

persuasiveness of the text differed as expected. Regarding the perceived readability of the 

text, Chinese participants’ ratings of the inductively structured version of the text were 

higher than their ratings of the deductively structured version of the text, while Western 

participants rated the readability of the deductively structured text higher. Previously, Tao, 

Liu and Lin (2011) indicated that perceived readability of documents improves when these 

documents are organized according to prevalent cultural structuring principles.  

The ratings for the persuasiveness of the text showed partly the same pattern as the ratings 

for readability. Chinese participants considered the inductively structured text to be more 

convincing, while Western participants considered the deductively structured text to be 

more convincing. However, next to this interaction effect, a main effect of cultural 

background was found: Western participants considered the text to be more persuasive than 

Chinese participants. These results are in line with articles in which it was suggested that 

Chinese and Western people’s beliefs on what is plausible and implausible differ and that 

different strategies should be applied to persuade Chinese and Western people (Cheung, 

2010; St.Amant, 2005; Wolfe, Gao, Wu, & Albrecht, 2018). It is assumed that in Chinese 

high context society where consensus is highly praised, the delayed demonstration of a 

proposal as in an inductively structured text shows the author’s humility and respect for 

readers to generate their own points of view. Furthermore, with an inductively structured 

text, the author builds a context that can gradually influence a readers' judgment, so it 

seems the agreement is naturally reached by both sides. Contrary, a more direct way of 

expressing one’s point of view at the beginning of a text (deductive structure) seems to be 

more valued in the Western, low context cultures where explicitness is preferred.  

No interaction effects were found with regard to participants’ satisfaction with the text and 

their appreciation of the structure of the text. Surprisingly, a main effect structure on the 

appreciation of the structure was found. Overall, the inductively organized text was rated 

higher. Interpreting this result is difficult. The participants’ satisfaction with the text was 

not affected at all by the manipulations. Apparently, both Chinese and Western readers find 

both structures acceptable. Although text structure had effects on their opinion on a specific 

effect of the text as persuasiveness, their general satisfaction the text was not affected. 

6.6.2 Implications and suggestions for future research 

Overall, the results of this study are in accordance with the results of our previous studies 

(Chapter 4), which showed that organizing user instructions according to either principles 
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that are prevalent in Chinese culture or to principles prevalent in Western culture does not 

have any effects on users. Their ability to use documents to perform the described actions 

or their satisfaction with the instructions was not affected by the structure of the user 

instructions. The type of user documentation used in the current study differs from the 

previous studies in which user instructions were tested that mainly consisted of action-

oriented information. In the current study, participants read declarative, expository 

information that informed them about advantages of different types of a product with the 

goal to make an informed decision on what would be the best product. However, as in the 

previous studies, no clear effects of organizing principles were found on Chinese and 

Western readers’ ability to process an expository product description and on their 

satisfaction with the description. This implies that the overall usability of texts does not 

seem to be affected by culturally defined organizing principles.  

For technical communicators, the results imply that localizing structure elements may not 

be of utmost importance when the primary goal is to design for usability. However, 

localizing structure elements may be more important when a document aims at further 

reaching goals than optimal usability, such as providing good user experience or persuading 

readers. The results on the readers’ opinions on the text point in that direction. It seems 

favorable to organize a text in accordance with culturally defined organizing principles 

when the target group’s opinions are of importance. Future research should shed more light 

on this topic. 

An additional goal of this study was to investigate possible acculturation effects. How 

persistent are readers’ possible preferences for culturally defined organization principles? 

Therefore, two groups of Chinese readers participated, Chinese living in China and Chinese 

who had been living for at least a year in Western countries. In all, only few significant 

differences were found between all three participant groups. In these cases, the mean scores 

of both groups of Chinese participants did not differ from each other. It seems that once 

readers are familiar with the common text structure as used in their culture, they may not 

easily change their preference for this structure, even not when living in another culture for 

a longer time and being exposed to texts that are organized according to other principles. 

This is in line with the findings that writers are persistent in their preference for a structure 

(Jia & Cheng, 2002). For researchers, this implies that it may be possible to carry out cross-

cultural research without the need to ask participants who live in their own country, where 

they were born and bred.  
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6.6.3 Limitations 

When interpreting the results of this study, some limitations should be taken into account. 

First, for part of the Western participants, English was not their native language, while all 

Chinese participants were native speakers of Chinese (Mandarin). This may have affected 

the results on reading time. Obviously, it takes more time to process a text that is not 

written in the native language of the reader (Kang, 2014). Although all Western participants 

were fluent in English, being students in an English taught study program, it may be 

possible that reading English texts took them more time than reading a text in their native 

language.  

The relatively short length of the text may have been a second limitation. Although the text 

provided us with multiple opportunities to organize the content inductively as well as 

deductively, possible differences between the two structuring principles may be more 

prominent when texts are longer. Apart from this, it may be more difficult for readers to 

adapt to a less familiar structure if they have to read a longer text.  

Thirdly, the participants in this study were relatively young and they were all university 

students or recently graduated from university. This implies that they are experienced 

readers of multiple text genres. Therefore, they are probably more familiar with different 

text structures and, consequently, they may be better able to adapt to different text 

structures than people who are lower educated or less experienced in reading.  

6.6.4 Conclusion 

Although previous literature has indicated differently, Chinese and Western readers seem to 

be equally able to process inductively and deductively organized expository texts; they are 

able to recall the same amount of information. However, their opinion on inductively and 

deductively structured texts differs to some extent. Overall, and in line with previous 

studies, Chinese readers seem to have more positive opinions on inductively structured 

texts, while Western readers seem to prefer deductively structured texts over inductively 

structured texts. The results call for further research investigating the effects of text 

structure on readers from different cultures with varying educational levels and varying 

levels of experience reading different text genres. 
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7.1 Introduction  

It is widely understood that visuals are important elements in user instructions. The 

usefulness of combining textual and visual information is one of the foundations of 

document design as a professional and academic discipline (Schriver, 1997). Various 

authors have drawn attention to the power of visuals in technical, science, and professional 

communication and laid out the wide variety of options available for visual communication 

(Desnoyers, 2011; Ganier, 2004; Mijksenaar & Westendorp, 1999; Tufte, 2006). 

The benefits of including pictures in manuals may be diverse, depending on the type of 

pictures. From the angle of usability, various studies confirmed that the inclusion of visuals 

in manuals leads to better user instructions. Dual-coding theory predicts that a multimodal 

combination of visual and verbal information results in better performance than unimodal 

(text-only) information and empirical research confirmed this (Gellevij, Van der Meij, De 

Jong, & Pieters, 2002; Harrison, 1995; Paivio & Csapo, 1973; Van Hooijdonk & Krahmer, 

2008). Maes and Lenting (1999) addressed the relevance of pictures from an entirely 

different angle: by analyzing the considerable rhetorical problem of putting the “instructive 

space” (spatial dimensions of artifacts) into words. Larkin and Simon (1987) highlighted 

another drawback of verbal communication: its sequentiality, which, compared to diagrams, 

limits the way elements can be related to each other and the freedom of users to see 

information from different perspectives. A study by Gellevij and Van der Meij (2004) 

showed how screen captures, as a specific type of picture, helps users to connect 

instructions to the tasks they have to perform, by supporting them in switching attention, 

developing a mental model, identifying and locating objects, and verifying screen states. 

Tenbrink and Maas (2015) thus analyzed how technical communicators can combine text 

and visuals in user instructions. 

In addition to the usability perspective, Van der Meij et al. (2009) drew attention to user 

experience (UX) as another quality aspect of manuals. From a UX perspective, pictures in 

manuals can make completely different contributions. They might, for instance, contribute 

to image and reputation (De Jong et al., 2017), reinforce users’ satisfaction with the 

product, enhance the overall attractiveness of the manual and the product, motivate users to 

use the manual and enhance their self-confidence (Loorbach, Karreman, & Steehouder, 

2013), or help to establish a relationship with the user. The role of pictures for these 

purposes has not yet been researched, but it is clear that pictures can make a powerful 

contribution here, similar to the way they do in other communication domains (Chan & 

Park, 2015; Hart & Feldman, 2016; Lazard & Atkinson, 2015; Powell, Boomgaarden, De 

Swert, & De Vreese, 2015). Interestingly, Gigante (2012) sketched a comparable shift of 
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the functionality of images in the domain of science communication: from public 

understanding to public appreciation of science. 

An additional advantage of the use of pictures is that they may facilitate intercultural and 

cross-cultural communication (Winn, 2014). Well-considered visuals may help to relieve 

the burden of time-consuming and costly translation, which has become an important aspect 

of technical communication in a globalized world (Maylath, 2013; Risku & Pircher, 2008). 

However, various studies have shown that there may be differences in the use of pictures 

across cultures. The majority of these cross-cultural studies used content analysis to 

compare the use of visuals in Western and Chinese (or, more generally, Asian) documents 

(see Chapter 2 for an overview). The results of these studies suggest that the use of pictures 

in Western and Chinese manuals may differ in two respects: (1) Chinese manuals may rely 

more on pictorial information than Western manuals, and (2) Chinese manuals appear to 

contain more diverting, cartoon-like pictures and fewer strictly instrumental pictures than 

Western manuals.  

Although there have been a few user studies comparing the way Chinese and Western users 

interact with user instructions and their visual information (Honold, 1999; Y. Wang & 

Wang, 2009; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007), it is unclear whether such differences in document 

design practices actually reflect differences in user preferences. In this article, we therefore 

describe the design and results of a quasi-experimental study comparing Chinese and 

Western users’ reactions to five types of pictures included in manuals for household 

appliances. 

7.2 Earlier Studies and Research Hypotheses 

Most of our knowledge on cultural differences between Chinese and Western technical 

communication is based on content analytic research, which involves a comparison of a 

corpus of Chinese and Western documents. The most comprehensive of these content 

analyses was conducted by the study reported in Chapter 2, who systematically compared 

50 Chinese and 50 Western manuals for household appliances, using a coding scheme 

based on all earlier content analytic studies (Barnum & Li, 2006; Carroll & Delin, 1998; 

Fukuoka et al., 1999; Q. Wang, 2000; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). 

The earlier studies suffered from one or more of the following methodological 

shortcomings: they focused on a variety of documents, had rather informal research 

designs, and used relatively small samples of documents. User research into cultural 

differences and pictures is scarce. There are no studies available that focused exclusively on 
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the way users from different cultures react to visuals in manuals. Only three user studies 

included users’ reactions to visuals as a part of a broader research focus (Honold, 1999; Y. 

Wang & Wang, 2009; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). Like most content analyses, the available 

user studies also suffered from rather informal research designs and small samples. For our 

research, we took the insights from the content analyses as a starting point, and where 

possible complemented them with insights from the available user studies.  

The content analytical study described in Chapter 2 drew attention to two overall themes 

regarding the use of pictures in user instructions. The first theme involves the prevalence of 

visuals in manuals. Carroll and Delin (1998), Y. Wang and Wang (2009), and Zhu and 

St.Amant (2007) found that Chinese (or other Asian) documents contain more visuals than 

Western documents. The study (Chapter 2) did not confirm this observation. However, user 

research by Honold (1999) suggested that Chinese users have a stronger preference for 

visual information than Western users. Based on these findings, we formulated our first 

research hypothesis: 

H1: Chinese users appreciate pictures in manuals more than Western users. 

The second theme involves the types of pictures included in Chinese and Western manuals. 

Q. Wang (2000) found that visuals in Western manuals are more often closely related to 

task performance, where Chinese manuals tend to give overall product presentations. 

Barnum and Li (2006) observed that Chinese documents appear to have more diverting, 

cartoon-like visuals than Western documents. Fukuoka et al. (1999) suggested that such 

cartoon pictures in Asian manuals help to make difficult tasks seem like fun and to create a 

friendly atmosphere. Yu (2011) came to similar conclusions in the completely different 

genre of advertisements for banking and financial products. The comprehensive content 

analysis (Chapter 2) confirmed these general tendencies, stating that Chinese manuals 

include more visuals with an entertaining function, while Western manuals tend to limit 

themselves to entirely instrumental visuals. Specifically, Chinese manuals had more 

cartoon-like pictures, often with detailed human depiction and personification and fewer 

technical line drawings and detail blow-ups than Western manuals. No user research is 

available as yet to confirm that these document design practices correspond with user 

preferences. Based on the document design practices, two hypotheses were formulated: 

H2: Chinese users appreciate diverting, cartoon-like pictures more than Western 

users. 

H3: Western users appreciate strictly instrumental pictures more than Chinese users. 
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7.3 Method 

To test the aforementioned hypotheses, we designed a quasi-experimental study in which 

we exposed Chinese and Western participants to a selection of pictures that we collected 

from manuals for household appliances. All participants were asked to evaluate 15 pictures, 

which represented five categories. Three categories were representatives of entertaining 

pictures (cartoons, cartoons with detailed human depiction, and cartoons with 

personification); two categories represented of strictly instrumental pictures (technical line 

drawings and detail blow-ups). Participants were asked to evaluate each picture using a 

short questionnaire. To check for potential acculturation effects, we included two groups of 

Chinese participants in our study: Chinese living in the Netherlands and Chinese living in 

China.  

We collected our data in individual sessions in an omnibus research setting in which we 

also collected data for two other experiments, about which we will report in separate 

articles. The tasks and stimulus materials of the three experiments differed considerably, so 

that it was unlikely that they would influence each other. The research was approved by the 

ethical committee of our university. Below, we describe the various aspects of our research 

more in detail. 

7.3.1 Research materials 

Table 7.1 gives an overview of the visuals used in our study. The five categories were 

based on the significant differences found in Chapter 2. In that study, cartoons, cartoons 

with detailed human depiction, and cartoons with personification were found significantly 

more often in Chinese manuals than in Western ones. On the other hand, technical line 

drawings and detail blow-ups were significantly more often included in Western manuals 

than in Chinese ones. The five categories of pictures can be defined as follows: 

 Cartoons: Simple nonrealistic drawings of the product, actions, or consequences of 

actions. 

 Cartoons with detailed human depiction: Simple nonrealistic drawings of the 

product, actions, or consequences of actions with a clearly identifiable human being in 

them (so clear that it is possible to make rough estimates of gender and age). 

 Cartoons with personification: Simple nonrealistic drawings of the product, actions, 

or consequences of actions in which the household appliance gets human 

characteristics. 

 Technical line drawings: Formal drawings of the product, actions, or consequences 

of actions. 
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 Detail blow-ups: Formal drawings of the product in which a crucial (and often 

complex) part of the product is enlarged to facilitate its identification and/or the task 

execution. 

Within each category, three pictures were chosen from the corpus of Chapter 2. In our 

selection of pictures we strived for representativeness and variation. In the presentation of 

the pictures we added brief texts to give the participants an idea of the contexts in the 

manual. For example, the accompanying text for the cartoon about the rice cooker (number 

3 in Table 7.1) was: “First, measure the rice with the measuring cup provided. Do not 

overfill (as shown in the picture).” Participants were exposed to the fifteen pictures in a 

fixed, randomized order. 

All research materials were initially written in English. The English version was proofread 

and edited by two native English speakers. For Chinese participants, the materials were 

translated into Chinese by the first author. To minimize translation bias, we used a back-

translation procedure. A professional translator translated the Chinese text into English. A 

comparison of the original and back-translated English texts showed that the two versions 

were consistent with each other. 

7.3.2 Instrument 

Participants’ appreciation of each picture was measured by a self-developed four-item 

scale. Participants reacted on five-point Likert scales (totally disagree to totally agree) to 

four assertions about each visual: 

 This illustration is appropriate for a manual 

 This illustration is attractive 

 The meaning of this illustration is clear 

 It is a good idea to include this illustration in a manual 

Factor analyses (with varimax rotation) indicated a one-factor solution for these four items. 

The four-item scale appeared to be reliable for all visuals, with Cronbach’s alphas ranging 

from .72 to .90. 
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Table 7.1 Pictures Used in the Research 

Cartoons 

 
(3) 

 
(7) 

 

(12) 

Cartoons with detailed human depiction 

(5) 
 

(10) 
 

(14) 

Cartoons with personification 

 
(1) (13) 

 
(15) 

Technical line drawings 
 

(6) 

 
(8) 

 
(9) 

Detail blow-ups   

 
(2) 

 
(4) 

 
(11) 

Note. The numbers between parentheses refer to the order of the pictures in the study. 
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To test H1, we then formed a construct of the mean appreciation of all fifteen pictures 

(Cronbach’s alpha = .79). To test H2 and H3, we formed sub scales of participants’ mean 

appreciation of diverting, cartoon-like pictures (cartoons, cartoons with detailed human 

depiction, and cartoons with personification; nine items in total, Cronbach’s alpha = .75) 

and of their mean appreciation of strictly instrumental pictures (technical line drawings and 

detail blow-ups; six items in total, Cronbach’s alpha = .67). 

7.3.3 Participants  

For this study, we included two cultural groups: Westerners (from Western Europe and 

North America) and Chinese. To assess how varying levels of exposure to Western culture 

would influence the appreciation of visuals, two sub groups of Chinese participants were 

recruited: (1) Chinese living in China, who were born and bred in China and had never been 

abroad, and (2) Chinese living in the Netherlands, who had lived in Western countries for at 

least one year (on average 2.2 years).  

Participants were recruited in various ways: from the university’s pool of participants, with 

flyers and social media (Facebook and WeChat), and by word of mouth in the Netherlands 

and China. All participants received a compensation of five euros. In addition, participants 

from the university’s pool of participants received participant credits.  

A total of 158 university students participated in this study. Table 7.2 gives an overview of 

the demographic characteristics of our sample. A χ2 test showed that there were no 

significant differences between the three participant groups regarding gender (χ2 = .42, p = 

.81). All participants were between 18 and 35 years old (M = 23.6, SD = 3.2). An analysis 

of variance indicated that there was a significant age difference between the three groups (F 

(2,155) = 11.99, p < .001.). A post hoc LSD test showed that Chinese participants living in 

the Netherlands were on average older than both other groups. The Pearson product-

moment correlation between participants’ age and their appreciation of the fifteen pictures 

was nonsignificant (fourteen pictures) or weak (r=-.16, p < .05, one picture). We therefore 

decided against including age as a covariate in our analyses.  

Table 7.2 Background Characteristics of the Three Cultural Groups 

 Chinese living 

in China 

Chinese living in  

the Netherlands 

Westerners Total 

N 54 55 49 158 

Age (M, SD) 22.4 (2.8) 25.1 (3.0) 23.1 (3.3) 23.6 (3.2) 

Gender (% female) 54% 49% 55% 53% 
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7.3.4 Procedure  

Data were individually collected in quiet rooms, using an online experimental environment 

created in Qualtrics. The session for this experiment started after participants had already 

taken part in the data collection of two other (nonrelated) experiments. At the beginning of 

the overall session, participants read and signed an informed consent form.  

For the experiment reported here, participants were seated facing a laptop on which the 

visuals were displayed. The fifteen visuals were presented to them one at a time, together 

with the surrounding text and the four questions. The participants were asked to read the 

text and carefully look at each visual before answering the questions. In general, the data 

collection for this study lasted between 5 and 10 minutes. 

7.3.5 Analysis  

SPSS version 25 was used for the data analysis. We first analyzed participants’ mean 

appreciation of the fifteen pictures together ( H1). After that, we focused on participants’ 

mean appreciation of diverting, cartoon-like pictures [H2] and strictly instrumental pictures 

[H3]. Then we analyzed participants’ appreciation scores for each of the fifteen pictures 

separately. In all cases, we used one-way analysis of variance to test for differences 

between the three cultural groups, with cultural group as independent variable and 

appreciation scores as dependent variable. In the case of unequal variances (as indicated by 

Levene’s test of homogeneity of variances), we used Welch’s adjusted F ratio. To further 

examine differences between the three cultural groups, we used LSD post hoc tests.  

7.4 Results  

Below, we first address participants’ overall appreciation of the fifteen images [H1], 

followed by their appreciation for diverting, cartoon-like pictures [H2] and strictly 

instrumental pictures [H3]. After that, we provide more in-depth information about 

participants’ appreciation of each picture separately. 

7.4.1 Overall appreciation of pictures  

As can be seen in Table 7.3, the overall appreciation of all pictures differed significantly 

between the three cultural groups (Welch’s F (2,101.05) = 3.66, p < .05, η2 = .03). The η2 

indicates a small to medium effect size. Post hoc comparisons using the LSD test indicated 

that both groups of Chinese participants appreciated the visuals more than Western 

participants; there were no significant differences between the two groups of Chinese 
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participants. Even though the differences found were relatively small, this finding confirms 

H1. 

Table 7.3 Participants’ Appreciation of the Five Categories of Pictures 

 Chinese 

living in 

China 

N=54 

Chinese living 

in the 

Netherlands 

N=55 

Westerners 

N=49 

Significance Effect 

size 

(η2) 

Overall appreciation for 

pictures 

 

3.39a (.48) 

 

3.38a(.46) 

 

3.21b (.31) 

 

p < .05 

 

.03 

Appreciation of diverting, 

cartoon-like pictures 

 

3.49a (.47) 

 

3.49a (.54) 

 

3.07b (.36) 

 

p < .001 

 

.16 

Appreciation of strictly 

instrumental pictures 

 

3.23a (.63) 

 

3.21a (.50) 

 

3.43b (.39) 

 

p < .05 

 

.04 

Note. Measured on five-point scales (1 = negative, 5 = positive). Different letters in 

superscript indicate significant differences between the cultural groups. 

7.4.2 Appreciation of diverting, cartoon-like versus strictly instrumental pictures 

Table 7.3 shows that there was a significant difference between the cultural groups 

regarding their appreciation of diverting, cartoon-like pictures (Welch’s F (2,102.24) = 

18.56, p < .001,η2 = .16). The η2 indicates a strong effect. An LSD post hoc test showed 

that both groups of Chinese participants appreciated the diverting, cartoon-like pictures 

significantly more than Western participants. This confirms H2. There was also a 

significant difference between the cultural groups regarding the strictly instrumental 

pictures (Welch’s F (2,101.60) = 3.94, p < .05,η2 = .04). The η2, however, indicates a much 

weaker (medium) effect. In accordance with H3, a post hoc LSD test showed that Western 

participants appreciated the strictly instrumental pictures more than the two groups of 

Chinese participants. 

7.4.3 Participants’ appreciation of the fifteen pictures 

The mean appreciation scores of the fifteen pictures, grouped by category, are summarized 

in Table 7.4. The results regarding cartoons do not appear to be in line with H2. For two of 

the three cartoons (3 and 12), no significant differences were found. For the other cartoon 

(7), a significant difference was found (F (2,155) = 4.11, p < .05, η2 = .05), but in the 

opposite direction. An LSD post hoc test showed that Western participants were 

significantly more positive about this cartoon than the two groups of Chinese participants. 

It should be noted that this was one of the two pictures in the sample that received an 
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overall appreciation score that was significantly lower than the mid-point of the scale (M = 

2.35, t-test for one sample, t = -11.66, p < .001). 

The results regarding cartoons with detailed human depiction, however, were largely in 

line with H2. For two pictures we found highly significant differences between the cultural 

groups, which corresponded to medium to large effect sizes. These pictures were number 5 

(F (2,155) = 9.56, p < .001, η2 = .11) and number 10 (F (2,155) = 11.53, p < .001, η2 = 

.13). For both pictures, LSD post hoc tests showed that the two groups of Chinese 

participants were significantly more positive about cartoons with detailed human depiction 

than Western participants. The other picture (14) did not result in a significant difference 

between the cultural groups, but had a tendency (F (2,155) = 2.67, p = .07) in the same 

direction. 

Table 7.4 Participants’ Appreciation of the Fifteen Pictures 

 Chinese living 

in China 

N=54 

Chinese living 

in the 

Netherlands 

N=55 

Westerners 

N=49 

Significance Effect 

size (η2) 

Cartoons 

Picture 3 3.36 (.97) 3.71 (.96) 3.53 (.81) p = .14  

Picture 7 2.30a (.74) 2.19a (.67) 2.57b (.66) p < .05 .05 

Picture 12 3.68 (1.01) 3.58 (1.03) 3.34 (.78) p = .18  

Cartoons with detailed human depiction 

Picture 5 3.80a (.74) 3.75a (.96) 3.13b (.84) p < .001 .11 

Picture 10 3.88a (.80) 3.84a (.72) 3.20b (.85) p < .001 .13 

Picture 14 4.26 (.56) 4.27 (.71) 3.99 (.76) p = .07  

Cartoons with personification 

 

 

 

Picture 1 2.48a (.77) 2.57a (.83) 1.97b (.66) p < .001 .10 

Picture 13 3.40a (.92) 3.36a (1.08) 2.59b (.69) p < .001 .14 

Picture 15 4.31a (.77) 4.16a (.89) 3.27b (.84) p < .001 .23 

Technical line drawings 

Picture 6 2.94 (.93) 2.94 (.92) 2.82 (.82) p =.74  

Picture 8 3.08 (.99) 3.11 (.77) 3.23 (.84) p = .66  

Picture 9 3.95a (.74) 4.09 (.85) 4.30b (.53) p = .05 .04 

Detail blow-ups 

Picture 2 3.10a (.90) 3.18a (.79) 3.82b (.81) p < .001 .13 

Picture 4 3.25 (.86) 3.04 (.87) 3.14 (.85) p = .42  

Picture 11 3.05 (.95) 2.94a (.88) 3.30b (.65) p < .05 .03 

Note. Measured on five-point scales (1 = negative, 5 = positive). Different letters in 

superscript indicate significant differences between the cultural groups. 
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For cartoons with personification, the results were even stronger in accordance with H2. 

For all three pictures we found significant differences between the three cultural groups, 

with medium to large effect sizes overall: (F (2,155) = 9.01, p < .001, η2 = .10) for number 

1, (Welch’s F (2,101.97) = 16.68, p < .001, η2 = .14) for number 13, and (F (2,155) = 

23.14, p < .001, η2 = .23) for number 3. LSD post hoc tests showed that both groups of 

Chinese participants were significantly more positive about the cartoons with 

personification than Western participants. It should be noted that number 1 was the second 

picture with an overall score that was significantly below the mid-point of the scale (M = 

2.35, t-test for one sample, t = -10.21, p < .001). 

For technical line drawings, only one of the three pictures was in line with H3. For number 

9, we found a significant difference between the three cultural groups (F (2,155) = 2.97, p = 

.05, η2 = .04). The effect size was small to medium. An LSD post hoc test showed that 

Western participants were significantly more positive about this technical line drawing than 

Chinese participants living in China. Chinese participants living in the Netherlands took a 

(nonsignificant) middle position. For the other two technical line drawings (6 and 8), no 

significant differences were found. 

Finally, the results for detail blow-ups offered some support for H3. For two pictures we 

found highly significant differences between the cultural groups, one with a medium effect 

size and one with a small to medium effect size. These pictures were number 2 (F (2,155) = 

11.20, p < .001, η2 = .11) and number 11 (Welch’s F (2,102.22) = 3.20, p < .05, η2 = .03). 

For number 2, an LSD post hoc test showed that Western participants were significantly 

more positive about this detail blow-up than both groups of Chinese participants, For 

number 11, the LSD post hoc test showed that Western participants were more positive 

about this detail blow-up than Chinese participants living in the Netherlands; Chinese 

participants living in China took a (nonsignificant) middle position. The other picture (4) 

did not correspond to significant differences between the cultural groups. 

In all, looking at the participants’ appreciation for the individual pictures somewhat 

relativizes the confirmation of H2 (five of the nine pictures) and H3 (three of the six 

pictures). It is clear that there is variation in appreciation within the categories, and that 

other characteristics may interfere. For instance, when looking at the two pictures with 

negative overall scores (1 and 7), it is imaginable that other considerations played a role in 

the participants’ evaluations. The image clarity and the somewhat ambiguous 

personification in number 1 and the absence of the device and its functionality in number 7 

might have affected the appreciation scores. 
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7.5 Discussion 

7.5.1 Main findings 

The research described in this article is a first attempt to empirically validate differences 

between Chinese and Western user instructions in the way they use visuals. Our results 

confirm all three hypotheses we had formulated. In line with H1, we found that Chinese 

users appreciate visual content more than Western users, which corroborates more 

anecdotal observations in Honold’s (1999) user research and is in line with several content-

analytic studies suggesting that Chinese (or Asian) documents contain more visuals (Carroll 

& Delin, 1998; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007).  

In line with H2, we found that Chinese users appreciate diverting, cartoon-like pictures 

much more than Western users. And in line with H3, we found that Western users 

appreciate strictly instrumental pictures more than Chinese users. These findings suggest 

that cross-cultural document design practices regarding the selection of visuals (the study 

reported in Chapter 2; Barnum & Li, 2006; Fukuoka et al., 1999; Q. Wang, 2000; Yu, 

2011) may reflect what users actually prefer. This is in contrast to cultural differences 

regarding structure: The study described in Chapter 4 did not find such a clear connection 

between the structural differences in manuals found in content analyses and the task 

performance and appreciation of users. 

However, our research also places some side notes to these findings. Our analysis of 

separate pictures showed that there will be other characteristics that affect to what extent 

users from both cultures will appreciate specific pictures. As a matter of fact, only in the 

categories of cartoons with detailed human depiction and cartoons with personification, all 

three pictures pointed in the same direction, albeit with different effect sizes. In the two 

strictly instrumental categories, we can see that half of the pictures did not get the 

difference in appreciation that was expected. The category of cartoons per se (without 

detailed human depiction or personification) did not meet the expectations at all: The only 

significant difference we found was in the opposite direction.  

7.5.2 Theoretical implications  

Our study is one of the first user studies to confirm the existence of cultural differences in 

technical communication. The body of knowledge on intercultural and cross-cultural 

technical communication is to a large extent based on formal or less formal content 

analyses comparing document design practices as manifested in user instructions (e.g., 
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Barnum & Li, 2006; Carroll & Delin, 1998; Fukuoka et al., 1999; Q. Wang, 2000; Y. Wang 

& Wang, 2009; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007; the study reported in Chapter 2). Earlier user 

studies were either small-scale and qualitative (Honold, 1999; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; 

Zhu & St.Amant, 2007) or did not find significant differences between Chinese and 

Western users (Chapter 4). 

At the same time, it should be noted that the most prominent cultural difference we found—

regarding users’ appreciation of diverting, cartoon-like pictures—is not in the usability but 

in the UX domain. Moreover, our research only focused on users’ appreciation. So when it 

comes to the usability aspects of user instructions, our study cannot be seen as a refutation 

of the emergence of a “community of practice” (Eckert, 2006), in which cultural differences 

do not really matter. It might be possible that users’ preferences do not affect their ability to 

use instructions. 

The differences found do not seem to connect well to existing frameworks of cultural 

dimensions, such as Hofstede’s six dimensions (Hofstede, 2001; Hofstede et al., 2010) or 

those proposed by Hall (1976) and by Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1993). We 

cannot be sure whether the differences found merely reflect document design habits users 

have gotten used to or indicate more fundamental differences in values and ways of 

thinking. 

Our final implication involves the role of acculturation. In our study, we used Chinese 

participants living in China and Chinese participants living in the Netherlands, so that we 

could check for possible effects of acculturation. We did not find systematic differences 

between the two groups of Chinese participants, suggesting that their preferences for 

pictures are not easily changed by exposure to another culture. For researchers on cross-

cultural technical communication this would mean that they do not necessarily have to 

recruit Chinese participants living in China to get meaningful results regarding Chinese 

users’ preferences for pictures in manuals. 

7.5.3 Practical recommendations 

The practical recommendations that can be derived from our study are quite 

straightforward. Technical communicators and technical translators may want to pay 

special attention to the visual content of their manuals, when localizing a Western manual 

for the Chinese market or localizing a Chinese manual for Western markets. Visualizations 

are essential in all user instructions, but may be even more important in the Chinese context 

than in the Western context. When it comes to the types of pictures included in manuals, 
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Chinese users appear to really appreciate cartoons with detailed human depiction and 

personification; Western users do not seem to be turned off by such pictures, but do not 

value them as high as Chinese users. Western users, on the other hand seem to appreciate 

the strictly instrumental pictures in manuals more.  

As the study reported in Chapter 2 argued, this might be indicative for a different 

conception of the phenomenon of user manuals. In Western countries, a manual seems to be 

perceived as purely instrumental: facilitating the actual use of products by end users. In 

China, the boundaries of a manual may be less clear. That is why aspects of UX seem to be 

more prominently represented in Chinese manuals than in Western ones. The study 

(Chapter 2), for instance, mentioned the more prominent role of relationship-building in 

Chinese manuals. For the entire field of technical communication, it would be interesting to 

more systematically explore the potential of user instructions to contribute to UX. 

7.5.4 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

Several limitations must be taken into account when interpreting our research findings. 

First, it must be stressed that our study focused on users’ appreciation of pictures, not on 

their actual behavior with pictures in manuals or the way they used pictures while using the 

manuals. Future research should focus on these aspects as well, for instance using eye-

tracking to measure the attention paid to (various types of) visuals in manuals. 

Experimental research designs could be used to see whether the inclusion of certain types 

of pictures leads to better task performance and higher appreciation. 

Second, we only included young and highly educated participants in our study. Future 

research should expand the sample so that it also includes older participants and 

participants with lower levels of education. It would be interesting to see if the findings of 

our study will be corroborated in research with a broader range of users. 

Third, our study was limited to the context of household appliances. This is an extremely 

relevant but also limited range of technological products for which user instructions are 

available. Future research could expand the scope of the instructions to other product types, 

such as software applications for the general public as well as for professional user groups.
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Considering the increasing importance of cross-cultural communication in the field of 

technical communication and the limited number of studies on this topic, this dissertation 

aims to explore the underlying role of cultural differences in user instructions from three 

different angles: document design practices in existing user instructions, the perspective of 

manuals, expert views and experiences of technical communicators, and user research. This 

chapter first gives an overview of the main findings. Then, theoretical and practical 

implications are discussed, followed by limitations and recommendations for future studies. 

8.1 Main Findings 

RQ 1: To what extent do Chinese and Western user manuals differ from each 

other in terms of content, structure, and the use of visuals?  

Chapter 2 describes a large-scale content analysis of 50 Chinese and 50 Western recently 

published manuals for household appliances. To systematically investigate differences, a 

coding scheme was used based on findings of previous studies, complemented with 

additional codes that emerged from an exploratory coding process of a separate set of 

manuals. Three main categories of codes could be distinguished: content, structure, and use 

of visuals.  

Regarding the content of manuals, Western manuals focus primarily on instructing end 

users to perform tasks by providing action-oriented information. Chinese manuals seem less 

restricted to the function of instructing end users but seem to fulfil multiple purposes for 

different target groups. For example, information focused on building a relationship with 

users that may be included, or information that is not meant for end users but for experts. 

Regarding the structure of manuals, results showed that the structure of Chinese manuals is 

fuzzier and less rigid than the structure of Western manuals. Western manuals are 

organized hierarchically, with various levels of headings, chunks of information with 

specific goals, action lists and standout elements. Although the same number of structuring 

elements is used in Chinese manuals as in Western manuals, the elements are less 

systematically used, which results in a flatter structure, less chunking of information and 

fewer standout elements. Regarding the use of visuals, about the same number of visuals is 

used in Chinese as in Western manuals but different types of visuals are used. Chinese 

manuals tend to have more entertaining visuals, with an emphasis on human elements, such 

as cartoons with personification elements. The visuals in Western manuals are mostly 

purely instrumental, such as technical line drawings and detail blow-ups that support task 

performance. 
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Summarizing, we distinguish two remarkable differences between Chinese and Western 

manuals. First, in comparison with Western manuals, Chinese manuals pay more attention 

to factors related to user experience than Western manuals, which are primarily focused on 

optimizing usability. Second, Chinese manuals are organized in a less systematic and 

fuzzier way than Western manuals.  

RQ 2: What opinions do Chinese technical communicators have about 

differences between Chinese and Western user instructions?  

Chapter 3 reports a semi-structured interview study with 20 Chinese technical 

communicators regarding their insights and thoughts on cultural differences. The results 

show that technical communicators in China considered culture to play an important role in 

the field of technical writing and the related field of localization and translation. 

Furthermore, they thought that Chinese and Western manuals differ from each other in 

several aspects, mainly related to the structure of manuals and the use of visuals.  

In accordance with the results of the content analysis, technical communicators assumed 

that Western manuals are task-oriented and contain more explicit structural elements, while 

the structure of Chinese manuals tends to be more implicit. Some technical writers believed 

that less rigidly structured Chinese manuals offer users a better reading experience by not 

disturbing the reading flow. Apart from this, some technical communicators considered an 

inductive structure (main topic or statement at the end of a text) to be better suitable for 

Chinese documents and a deductive structure (main statement or topic at the beginning of a 

text) to be better suitable for Westerns documents. Some interviewees related these 

structural differences to style differences; a less rigid structure seems to go hand in hand 

with a less precise writing style and using a more polite style was assumed to optimize 

relationships with users.  

Regarding the use of visuals in manuals, the interviewees are of the opinion that people all 

over the world prefer visuals over text, because visuals may reduce complexity. In addition 

to this, they considered different types of visuals to be suitable for different cultures. They 

considered, for example, cartoon-like visuals better suitable in a Chinese context because 

they expected that Chinese people would regard them as being friendly, while they 

expected Western people to consider this type of visuals as less professional. According to 

technical writers, visuals should be localized carefully.  

The technical communicators’ opinions regarding differences between Chinese and 

Western users were in line with the results of the content analysis. Overall, they considered 

Western users to be mainly tasked oriented while they believed that Chinese users value an 

entertaining experience of using manuals higher. Secondly, they thought that Western users 
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are more dependent on reading manuals or other sources to solve problems by themselves, 

but that Chinese users prefer to ask other people for help instead of using the manual to 

solve their problem.  

To conclude, technical communicators found it important to take cultural differences 

between Chinese and Western manuals and between their users into account. Given the 

results based on both the content analysis and the interviews with technical communicators, 

differences with regard to the structure of manuals and the use of visuals seem to be most 

relevant. Thus, experiments were conducted to explore the effects of manual structure and 

visuals on users. 

RQ 3: What are the effects of cultural adaptations of user instructions on 

Chinese and Western users, regarding overall structure, the structure of 

procedural information (action information), the structure of declarative 

information (explanatory information), and the use of visuals? 

Chapter 4 addresses the first of three experiments into the effects of cultural adaptations of 

the structure of user documentation on Chinese and Western users. The first experiment 

explores the effects of a broad range of structural elements. A 2x2 experiment was 

conducted, where participants from China (N=40) and the Western world (N=40) were 

asked to use manuals to perform a set of tasks with a translation software package. 

Procedural as well as declarative information was manipulated based on previous findings.  

Contrary to the expectations, no significant differences were found. Both Chinese and 

Western participants could perform tasks as efficient and as effective with the help of a 

manual structured according to Chinese principles as with the help of a manual structured 

to Western principles. Furthermore, they showed equal understanding and appreciation of 

the manuals. So, the adaption of structure to the cultural background of users did not have 

an influence on the usability of the manual. These results are not in line with the 

assumptions about cultural differences as formulated in the literature (Barnum & Li, 2006; 

D. D. Ding, 2003; Dragga, 1999; Honold, 1999; Q. Wang, 2000; Y. Wang et al., 2007; Y. 

Wang & Wang, 2009; Yu, 2009; Zhu & St.Amant, 2007). Furthermore, the findings 

suggest that differences between Chinese and Western manuals discovered in the content 

analysis and differences assumed by Chinese technical writers do not influence users’ 

behavior and appreciation. However, investigating effects of specific structural elements 

may provide more insight into possible effects on users.  

Chapter 5 describes the second experimental study regarding the effects of structural 

elements, with a focus on procedural information. Some methodological problems of the 

study described in Chapter 4 were solved. A 3x2 design was employed with users’ 
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background (Chinese living in China, Chinese living in the Netherlands and Westerners) 

and manual structure (Chinese versus Western) as independent variables and task 

performance, user satisfaction and information selection as dependent variables. 

Participants (N=158) were asked to perform several tasks with Excel 2016 with the help of 

the manual. To be able to measure information selection, an eye-tracking device was used. 

The results showed no effects of cultural background and manual structure on task 

performance and user satisfaction, as in the study described in Chapter 4. However, some 

effects on information selection were found. First, Western users paid more attention than 

Chinese users to structural elements as the table of contents and headings. This is in line 

with the results of the content analysis described in Chapter 2: Western manuals have a 

more hierarchical and rigid structure. And the results is in line with the assumptions of the 

interviewees (Chapter 3); Western users are action-oriented and try to find relevant 

information with the help of structure elements. Second, Chinese users paid more attention 

to visuals than Western users, which is somewhat surprisingly since the visuals were screen 

captures, the kind of functional visuals that are assumed to be more suitable for Western 

users, according to the results of the content analysis. Third, Western users spent more time 

on reading declarative, contextual information while the Chinese spent more time reading 

procedural information. This is an unexpected result since both the results of the content 

analysis and of the interview study suggests that Western users are more task-oriented than 

Chinese users. It may be that the Chinese participants in this study, being more familiar 

with the presence of contextual, non-task related information in instructions, knew that they 

did not need this information to perform the tasks. So, they deliberately chose not to pay 

attention to this information, while the Western participants did not know whether the 

information would be useful and chose to pay some attention to the information.  

Finally, by including two groups of Chinese participants in the study, possible effects of 

acculturation could be measured. However, for all measures, except one, the two groups did 

not differ significantly from each other. So, cultural differences seem to be rather persistent 

and are not be easily be influenced by living in another culture for some time. 

Chapter 6 reports the findings of the third experimental study into the effects of the 

structure of user documentation. This study was focused on the effects of inductively versus 

deductively organized texts. According to earlier studies (Kirkpatrick & Xu, 2012b; Kong, 

2013; Lian, 2006) and the interview study (Chapter 3), an inductive text structure is a 

distinctive characteristic of Chinese texts. However, procedural information in user 

instructions cannot be organized inductively. Declarative or explanatory information can be 

organized either inductively or deductively. So, in this study, participants were asked to 

read a text belonging to another genre. They were asked to read a product description: an 
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expository text explaining the working principles of different variants of a household 

product together with a purchase suggestion.  

As the study in Chapter 5, this was another 3x2 between-subjects experiment, with cultural 

background (Chinese living in China, Chinese living in the Netherlands, and Westerners) 

and text structure (Chinese: inductive versus Western: deductive) as independent variables 

and reading time, recall, and readers’ opinions (structure, readability, affective satisfaction, 

and persuasiveness) as dependent variables. The results showed that Chinese and Western 

participants could read the inductively and the deductively organized text equally fast and 

they could recall the same amount of information of the inductively and the deductively 

organized text. However, participants’ opinions about the text showed some differences in 

the expected direction. Chinese readers considered the inductively structured text to be 

better readable and more persuasive while Western participants considered the deductively 

structured text to be better readable and more persuasive more reliable and convincing than 

the inductively structured text. As in the study described in Chapter 5, no acculturation 

effects were found. Concluding, Chinese and Western participants seem to be equally able 

to process inductively and deductively organized texts, but their opinions on these texts 

differ. 

Chapter 7 describes the last empirical study, which was focused on the appreciation of 

visuals. The same three groups of participants as in the studies described in Chapters 5 and 

6 were asked to evaluate a series of 15 visuals selected from user instructions. The selection 

included five different types of visuals (cartoons, cartoons with detailed human depiction, 

cartoons with personification, technical line drawings, and detail blow-ups). Overall, 

Chinese users appreciated visuals more than Western users. Moreover, as expected, based 

on the results of the content analysis (Chapter 2), the results of this study show that Western 

users evaluated instrumental visuals (technical line drawings, and detail blow-ups) better 

than Chinese users. Chinese users, on the other hand, evaluated entertaining visuals 

(different types of cartoons) better than Western users. 

8.2 Theoretical and Practical Contributions 

The research reported in this dissertation calls for further reflection on the nature of cross-

cultural and intercultural technical communication. In making sense of the findings it seems 

useful to distinguish usability and user experience aspects in all forms of user support. 

Although the two aspects are to some extent related and various authors have proposed 

several possible relationships between them (Haaksma, De Jong, & Karreman, 2018), one 

could say that usability in user instructions concentrates on the optimal support of users’ 

task performance, while user experience involves the way the user instructions contribute to 
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feelings of satisfaction about the product, including the user instructions themselves. As 

outlined by Van der Meij et al. (2009), the Western technical communication literature has 

focused rather strongly on the usability aspects of user instructions. Even when discussing 

the use of agents and motivating elements, the main focus still seems to be on their 

potential effects on the effective and efficient task execution. 

The results of the studies reported in this dissertation are mixed. Based on the content 

analysis and the interviews with technical communicators, the conclusion must be drawn 

that cultural differences exist in the document design practices of Western and Chinese 

technical communication. The question whether these differences really matter, can only be 

answered with user research. In this dissertation, four user studies are discussed. This is a 

lot considering earlier cross-cultural and intercultural user studies in technical 

communication: The available user research before this dissertation was limited to three 

small-scale, informal, and unique studies (Honold, 1999; Y. Wang & Wang, 2009; Zhu & 

St.Amant, 2007). But it is very little considering the many different options there may be 

for putting cultural differences to the test. 

The usability aspect of user instructions seems to be less affected by cultural differences 

than the user experience aspect. The three studies on the effects of structure (Chapters 4, 5, 

and 6), a relatively prominent aspect in the literature on cross-cultural and intercultural 

technical communication, did not result in significant differences between Chinese and 

Western users in terms of task performance and overall satisfaction. Chinese users perform 

equally well with a Western document structure as with a Chinese document structure. This 

applies to procedural documents supporting task execution and for declarative product 

information. And the same conclusion can be drawn for Western users. 

Based on these findings, it seems justified to assume that cultural differences between 

China and Western countries only play a minor role in the usability of user instructions and 

other documents. Although users from both cultures have different ways of using 

instructions, they appear to be flexible enough to work with either version. That is, the 

situation of using instructions to perform certain tasks may be so narrowly defined that, as 

long as the instructions themselves can be located and are clearly worded, structure does 

not make a big difference. And the situation of learning new facts from a text may also 

depend much more on the quality of the content itself than on the inductive or deductive 

structure. These observations relativize important insights in technical communication, 

which traditionally have focused rather strongly on the structuring of information. 

However, it is imaginable that longer and more complicated documents would still depend 

strongly on structuring characteristics. 
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The Western and Chinese approaches of structuring information in user instructions 

actually seem to reflect the distinction between usability and used experience. It seems hard 

to maintain that a more ambiguous hierarchy in information or a less systematic chunking 

of information will be clearer and more helpful for Chinese users, or that standout elements 

aimed at calling the user’s attention can better be integrated in the text to attract more 

attention. These characteristics, which are more prominent in Western manuals, are 

strongly related to usability, as they are based on a thorough analysis of the process of using 

user instructions to perform tasks. On the other hand, the Chinese way of structuring seems 

to reflect a desire to present the users with a more holistic, less fragmented document, in 

line with their holistic thinking patterns (Nisbett, 2003). This seems to be more related to 

user experience, as it primarily involves users’ impressions of the document. 

The user study with by far the clearest cultural differences was about the users’ 

appreciation of visuals (Chapter 7). In this study, Chinese users clearly took a user 

experience perspective by showing their appreciation for non-instrumental, entertaining 

pictures, whereas Western users had a clear preference for strictly instrumental pictures. In 

a similar way, the significant results in the study on the effects of an inductive versus 

deductive structure of declarative information (Chapter 6) only involved the opinions of the 

participants about readability and persuasiveness, which also relate more to user experience 

than to usability. 

From the beginning, the research in this dissertation implicitly focused strongly on usability 

aspects of user instructions, and this might have been a (Western-based) cultural bias by 

itself. Aggregating all the insights from the six studies, it seems justified to expect more 

effects of cultural differences in the realm of user experience. 

The practical implications of our findings can best be summarized from the perspectives of 

localizing a Chinese manual for Western countries and localizing a Western manual for 

China. Table 8.1 and Table 8.2 summarize these insights. 
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Table 8.1 Considerations When Localizing a Chinese Manual for Western Countries 

Manual Elements Considerations 

Content Focus on end users and task performance 

 Be careful with including elements aimed at experts 

Structure (procedural) Make hierarchy in the structure more prominent 

 Sub-divide instructions in meaningful chunks per step 

 Make examples, warnings, tips stand out from the text 

Structure (declarative) Make the line of reasoning deductive (top-down) 

Visuals Provide sufficient strictly instrumental visuals 

 Be careful with including entertaining visuals 

Table 8.2 Considerations When Localizing a Western Manual for China 

Manual Elements Considerations 

Content Include elements aimed at experts 

 Include elements focusing on image and relation with users 

Structure (procedural) Evaluate whether instructions appear to be too fragmented 

Structure (declarative) Make the line of reasoning inductive (bottom-up) 

Visuals Add more visuals, both instrumental and non-instrumental 

 Add entertaining visuals with human elements 

8.3 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Studies 

The studies described in this dissertation have some limitations, which result in suggestions 

for further research into the possible adaptation of user documentation for users with 

different cultural backgrounds.  

The first limitation is related to the theoretical reflection in the previous section; we focused 

primarily on usability issues such as task performance, reading time and information recall 

and our attention for aspects related to user experience was limited. In hindsight, it seems to 

be a typically Western practice to concentrate on usability issues when studying effects of 

user instructions. As discussed, the results of the studies indicate that for Chinese users, 

user experience may be more important than usability. Moreover, the effects of cultural 

background found in the studies are almost exclusively related to user experience. Future 

research should investigate the effects of cultural background and localization of user 
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documentation on the users’ experience more profoundly. Localization may not be 

beneficial for the usability of user instructions, but it may be beneficial, for example, for 

users’ evaluations of how pleasant or entertaining the use of instructions is or for their 

evaluations of the image of the product or the company. Related to this, future research may 

not only be focused on traditional written user documentation, but also on other types as 

video tutorials (Van der Meij & Van der Meij, 2014) and instructions using augmented 

reality (Funk et al., 2017; Loch, Quint, & Brishtel, 2016; Re, Oliver, & Bordegoni, 2016) 

because these types of instructions may be better suitable to improve user experience.  

The second limitation is that we did not investigate aspects of writing style, although 

writing style in general is an important aspect of texts and previous studies have indicated 

style differences between Chinese and Western texts. In general, the writing style of 

Chinese texts is assumed to be relatively indirect (Cahill, 2003; D. D. Ding, 2006; Dong, 

2007; Junhua Wang, 2009). For us, it seemed almost impossible to include these aspects in 

the content analysis described in Chapter 2. It is difficult to categorize text segments based 

on writing style, but it may be worthwhile to try to investigate writing style using another 

method, probably a qualitative method. Writing style may be associated with aspects of 

user experience, as some interviewees (see Chapter 3) suggested. Chinese users may 

evaluate a less instrumental, direct and concise, but a more indirect and entertaining writing 

style better than Western users, just as they evaluated entertaining visuals better than 

Western users.  

The third limitation is that we treated the Western culture as a homogeneous culture, 

ignoring the potential cultural differences among Western countries. For future research, it 

may be better to compare more homogeneous cultures with each other to be able to study 

more fine-grained differences and to find out which translation and localization practices 

may be important for user instructions in other languages than English.  

The fourth and final limitation is related to the ecological validity of our research methods. 

The user studies described in Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 are conducted in laboratory settings, 

which may have affected the behavior of the users. It may be insightful to observe users 

when using instructions in daily life or to interview them about their opinions and 

preferences regarding user documentation and ask them to further explain these opinions. 

This may result in valid, in-depth results on the influence of cultural background on how 

people use and evaluate user documentation.
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Due to the ongoing globalization, cross-cultural and intercultural communication have 

become increasingly important within the academic and professional discipline of technical 

communication. Understanding cultural differences and their possible impact on user 

instructions might be critical for designing effective user instructions—in terms of usability 

and user experience—for broad and international user groups. However, the available 

research on cross-cultural and intercultural technical communication is limited and diverse, 

with relatively many informal and small-scale studies and somewhat scattered findings. 

Therefore, this dissertation aimed at more extensively and comprehensively investigating 

the cultural differences between China and Western countries that might affect the design 

of user instructions. Three types of research were conducted, representing three different 

angles: document design practices manifested in existing user instructions, expert views 

and experiences of technical communicators, and user research. 

As a starting point, it seems useful to analyze differences in document design practices. A 

quantitative content analysis comparing existing user instructions can be used to shed light 

on possible cultural differences. Four aspects may be distinguished: content, structure, 

style, and the use of visuals. Style appears to be incompatible with quantitative content 

analysis, and was therefore set aside. The dissertation thus starts with the following 

research question: 

RQ 1: To what extent do Chinese and Western user manuals differ from each 

other in terms of content, structure, and the use of visuals? 

Cultural differences discovered in a content analysis might reflect differences in user 

preferences, but may also be attributed to differences in the professional habits of technical 

communicators. To further explore the role of cultural differences, the perspective of 

technical communicators may provide additional insights. Therefore, a second research 

question was formulated:  

RQ 2: What opinions do Chinese technical communicators have about 

differences between Chinese and Western user instructions?  

The ultimate goal of user instructions is to optimally support end users. Only user research 

can provide information about the effects of culturally adapted user instructions and about 

the cultural differences in user preferences and user behavior. As such, empirical user 

studies, which are as yet underrepresented in the field of technical communication, play a 

crucial role in investigating the differences between Chinese and Western user instructions. 

This leads to the third research question of this dissertation: 



 

-171- 

RQ 3: What are the effects of cultural adaptations of user instructions on 

Chinese and Western users regarding overall structure, the structure of 

procedural information (action information), the structure of declarative 

information (explanatory information), and the use of visuals? 

Taking differences in document design as a starting point, Chapter 2 answers the first 

research question through a systematic content analysis of Chinese and Western manuals 

for household appliances. Chapter 3 explores technical communicators’ opinions on cross-

cultural manual design to answer the second research question. Building on results from the 

content analysis and the interviews, Chapter 4, 5, 6, and 7 introduce four user studies that 

focus on the performance and preferences of users when using instructions, shedding light 

on the third research question.  

Chapter 2 presents a systematic quantitative content analysis of 50 Chinese and 50 

Western manuals for household appliances. All manuals were developed in their own 

culture and published between 2007 and 2016. Ten product types were chosen, and for each 

product category, five brands were selected. The total sample consisted of 1895 pages. A 

coding scheme was used to investigate the manuals. The coding scheme was based on 

findings of previous research, complemented with the exploratory results of an open coding 

of a different set of 20 manuals (ten Chinese and ten Western manuals). The content 

analysis focused on content, structure, and the use of visuals. In total 65 codes were used to 

compare the manuals. Results showed differences between Chinese and Western manuals 

in all three respects. Regarding content, Chinese manuals more often tend to have multiple 

purposes, while Western manuals seem to be more strictly confined to the function of user 

support. Chinese manuals, for instance also provide specialized information aimed at 

technical experts, and try to build and maintain a good relationship with the user. Regarding 

structure, Chinese manuals appear to have a fuzzier and less rigid structure than Western 

manuals. The number of structuring elements does not differ, but Chinese manuals have a 

flatter structure, fewer elements standing out from the main text, and less systematic task-

based chunking of the content. Regarding visuals, Chinese manuals tend to have more 

entertaining visuals than Western manuals, with an emphasis on human elements. Two 

significant findings involved cartoons with personification (e.g., a smiling refrigerator) and 

cartoons with detailed human depiction. Generally speaking, Western manuals may be 

characterized as highly instrumental, focusing mainly on usability for the end user, whereas 

Chinese manuals have less clear boundaries and are more flexible. In all, from the angle of 

document design practices as manifested in user manuals, the conclusion must be that 

cultural differences in technical communication exist. The question remains to what extent 

these differences only reflect differences in document design practices or also differences in 

user preferences. 
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Chapter 3 explores professionals’ beliefs and practices regarding cultural differences 

through a series of semi-structured, in-depth interviews with Chinese technical 

communicators (N=20). The results show that culture is perceived to play an (increasingly) 

important role in technical communicators’ jobs. Most interviewees believe that Chinese 

and Western manuals differ from each other in several respects (content, structure, style, 

visuals) and that users from both cultures interact with manuals in different ways. 

Specifically, Western users are regarded as more tasked-oriented and more dependent on 

manuals to perform tasks, while Chinese users are considered to have more demands in the 

realm of user experience besides performing tasks successfully. Chinese people rely more 

on the assistance of other people in their environment. In line with this, interviewees argued 

that Western manuals are more detailed and comprehensive to support users to 

independently use devices; Chinese manuals use a mixture of entertaining and instructional 

functions. However, practical circumstances may hinder Chinese technical writers in 

putting such insights into practice. Circumstances mentioned include insufficient emphasis 

on documentation design in general, costs of localizing, and a lack of relevant knowledge.  

Chapter 4 is the first of three chapters focusing on the effects cultural adaptations of a 

manual structure have on Chinese and Western users. This chapter takes a broad 

perspective on structure, focusing on both declarative and procedural information contained 

in a manual. A 2x2 between-subjects experiment was conducted, with users’ cultural 

background (Chinese vs. Western) and manual structure (Chinese vs. Western) as 

independent variables and effectiveness (task performance and comprehension scores), and 

satisfaction (appreciation of the manual and the software) as dependent variables. In total, 

80 participants took part in the study: 40 Chinese users (all living in the Netherlands) and 

40 Western users. Participants were asked to perform a number of tasks with the SDL 

Trados Studio 2014 translation software by using the manual and afterwards answered 

comprehension and satisfaction questions. The results showed no significant differences 

(main and interaction effects) between the conditions. Chinese and Western participants 

performed equally well using the Chinese and Western manual structure and also had 

similar satisfaction scores with both manual structures. This would lead to the conclusion 

that a culturally adapted manual structure is not worthwhile. It is imaginable that a 

“community of practice” is emerging when it comes to using instructions for software and 

devices, in which cultural differences are less important. However, the study ends with 

some methodological side notes, which may have affected the results. Specifically, 

participants appeared to be reluctant to use the manual while performing the tasks, the 

manual versions may not have been optimal representatives of user instructions in both 

cultures, and the Chinese participants living in the Netherlands may have been influenced 

by acculturation processes. 
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Chapter 5 presents a follow-up study on the effects of culturally adapted manual 

structures, which was designed to overcome the possible methodological flaws of the study 

described in Chapter 4. This study focused primarily on the procedural information in 

manuals. A 3x2 between-subjects experiment was conducted, with users’ cultural 

background (Chinese living in China, Chinese living in the Netherlands, and Westerners) 

and manual structure (Chinese versus Western) as independent variables and task 

performance, user satisfaction, and information selection as dependent variables. In total, 

158 participants took part in this study. Participants were asked to perform a number of 

tasks with the Excel 2016 software package by using the manual and afterwards answered 

satisfaction questions. Information selection was measured by means of eye-tracking. The 

results largely confirm the findings reported in Chapter 4. There were no significant 

differences (main and interaction effects) in task performance and user satisfaction. Again, 

these results suggest that Chinese and Western users perform equally well and are equally 

satisfied with both manual structures. However, the results on information selection did 

reveal significant differences in behavior between Chinese and Western participants. First, 

Chinese users paid significantly less attention to the structuring elements (table of contents 

and headings) in the manual. This corresponds to findings about structure in the content 

analysis (Chapter 2), which suggested that the structure of Western manuals is more rigid 

and straightforward than the structure of Chinese manuals. Second, Chinese participants 

paid more attention to visuals in the instructions than Western participants. And third, 

Chinese participants, at first sight surprisingly, paid less attention to contextual information. 

The latter finding seems to indicate that Chinese participants were more familiar with non-

instrumental content in manuals, and therefore better geared to exclusively focus on the 

parts of the manual that supported task execution. In all, the results on information selection 

provide some support for cultural differences in the way Chinese and Western users work 

with user instructions. However, users from both cultures appear to have the flexibility to 

work with either manual structure equally well. 

Chapter 6 describes the last user study regarding the effects of a culturally adapted 

structure on users, with special focus on declarative information. Instead of a focus on 

instructions supporting task execution, this article used an expository text with product 

information and a purchase suggestion. The participant sample was the same as in Chapter 

5. The study was another 3x2 between-subjects experiment, with cultural background 

(Chinese living in China, Chinese living in the Netherlands, and Westerners) and document 

structure (Chinese: inductive versus Western: deductive) as independent variables and 

reading time, comprehension, and opinions (structure, readability, affective satisfaction, 

and persuasiveness) as dependent variables. Participants were asked to read a short text 

about different types of refrigerators and answer questions afterwards. The results show that 

Chinese and Western participants could read both text versions equally fast and recall the 
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information in them equally well. Mixed results were found regarding the opinions. No 

effects were found for participants’ evaluation of the structure and their affective 

appreciation. But participants’ judgments about readability and persuasiveness differed in 

the expected direction. Chinese participants regarded the text structured according to the 

Chinese culture (inductive) more readable and more convincing than the text structured 

according to the Western culture (deductive); Western participants regarded the deductively 

structured text more readable and more convincing than the inductively structured text. In 

all, the results thus showed a similar flexibility of users in using documents structured in 

either way, but interestingly indicated that self-reported effects of the documents in terms 

of readability and persuasiveness might be facilitated by a culturally adapted structure. 

Chapter 7 presents the last empirical user study in this dissertation, focusing on users’ 

appreciation of five types of visuals in manuals. The research put the assumption that 

Chinese users particularly appreciate entertaining visuals and Western users particularly 

appreciate instrumental visuals, as suggested by the content analysis in Chapter 2, 

empirically to the test. In this quasi-experimental study, participants from both cultures 

(Chinese living in China, Chinese living in the Netherlands, and Westerners) were asked to 

evaluate fifteen visuals from five categories (cartoons, cartoons with detailed human 

depiction, cartoons with personification, technical line drawings, and detail blow-ups). Data 

were collected (N = 158) in the same session as those for the Chapters 5 and 6. All pictures 

were presented together with a short text providing a manual context. Results show that 

Chinese users overall appreciated pictures more than Western users. Moreover, Chinese 

users appreciated entertaining pictures (particularly cartoons with detailed human depiction 

and cartoons with personification) more than Western users. Western users, on the other 

hand, appreciated the strictly instrumental pictures (technical line drawings and detail blow-

ups) more than Chinese users. These findings appear to in line with the results regarding 

visuals in the content analysis (Chapter 2).  

In conclusion, this dissertation is a first comprehensive study into the influence of cultural 

differences in user instructions, using various research methods to focus on the same 

phenomenon. The combined outcomes of the six studies reported here confirm that cultural 

differences exist within the realm of user support, but also suggest that their influence on 

effective user support is rather limited. Both the content analysis and the interviews with 

technical communicators confirm the existence of differences, but their influence is only 

sporadically corroborated in the user studies. Regarding structure, three of our studies 

(Chapters 4, 5, and 6) suggest that cultural adaptations of the structuring of information do 

not affect users’ task performance and appreciation. Chinese and Western users perform 

equally well with Chinese or Western document structures, and have similar appreciation 

scores. Interestingly, structure appeared to have a significant effect on perceived readability 
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and persuasiveness of a declarative text. In this case structure represented a thinking pattern 

rather than the systematic use of structuring elements. The effects of cultural differences 

was most clear regarding the use of visuals. There were clear differences in preference for 

entertaining pictures versus strictly functional pictures between Chinese and Western users. 

Based on our research, it does not seem recommendable to invest much in the usability 

aspects of cultural differences, particularly in relation to structuring elements. Despite 

cultural differences in user behavior, more specifically information selection, our research 

suggests that users from cultures as diverse as the Chinese and the Western cultures can 

find their way in manuals and that cultural adaptations do not make a difference. Some of 

the results seem to hint in the direction of user experience as a potentially more relevant 

area for cross-cultural and intercultural research. With the exception of the research in 

Chapter 7, the studies conducted in this project focused relatively strongly on usability 

aspects. Future research could focus more on cultural differences in relation to user 

experience. 

In sum, the outcomes of the studies presented in this dissertation illustrate the complexity of 

cultural impact on user instructions, relativize the importance of cultural differences for 

usability, and suggests that future research in cross-cultural and intercultural technical 

communication should focus more on user experience.
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Als gevolg van de voortdurende globalisering zijn interculturele en cross-culturele 

communicatie steeds belangrijker geworden binnen de technische communicatie. Deze 

academische en professionele discipline houdt zich vanouds onder andere bezig met het 

ontwerp en de evaluatie van gebruikersinstructies. Een goed begrip van culturele 

verschillen en de mogelijke invloed ervan op gebruikersinstructies is belangrijk voor het 

ontwerpen van effectieve instructies—in termen van gebruikersvriendelijkheid (usability) 

en gebruikerservaring (UX)—voor internationale gebruikersgroepen. Toch is het 

beschikbare onderzoek op het gebied van interculturele en cross-culturele technische 

communicatie beperkt en sterk uiteenlopend, met relatief veel informele en kleinschalige 

studies en enigszins gefragmenteerde resultaten. 

Dit proefschrift heeft daarom tot doel om met uitvoeriger en meer substantieel onderzoek in 

kaart te brengen welke culturele verschillen tussen China en westerse landen (West-Europa 

en Noord-Amerika) van invloed kunnen zijn op het ontwerp en het gebruik van instructies. 

Vanuit drie verschillende invalshoeken is onderzoek verricht: de ontwerppraktijk zoals die 

zich manifesteert in gebruikersinstructies, de opvattingen en ervaringen van technische 

communicatieprofessionals, en het gedrag en de meningen van gebruikers. 

Als startpunt lijkt het zinvol om na te gaan welke verschillen er zijn in de ontwerppraktijk 

van technische communicatieprofessionals. Een kwantitatieve inhoudsanalyse van 

bestaande gebruikersinstructies dient om een eerste indruk te krijgen van mogelijke 

culturele verschillen. Daarbij kunnen normaal gesproken vier aspecten worden 

onderscheiden: inhoud, structuur, stijl en visuele elementen. Omdat stijl niet goed te 

combineren lijkt met een kwantitatieve inhoudsanalyse is dit aspect buiten beschouwing 

gelaten. Het proefschrift begint daarom met de volgende onderzoeksvraag: 

OZV 1: In hoeverre verschillen Chinese en westerse gebruikersinstructies van 

elkaar in termen van inhoud, structuur en visuele elementen? 

Culturele verschillen die in een inhoudsanalyse aan het licht komen, zouden verschillen in 

gebruikersvoorkeuren kunnen weerspiegelen, maar moeten misschien ook worden 

toegeschreven aan gewoontes en voorkeuren van technische communicatieprofessionals. 

Daarom is ook het perspectief van technische communicatieprofessionals in het proefschrift 

meegenomen. De tweede onderzoeksvraag is dan ook: 

OZV 2: Welke opvattingen hebben Chinese technische 

communicatieprofessionals over de verschillen tussen Chinese en westerse 

gebruikersinstructies?  
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Het uiteindelijke doel van gebruikersinstructies is om eindgebruikers optimaal te 

ondersteunen. Alleen met gebruikersonderzoek kan worden vastgesteld of 

gebruikersinstructies die zijn aangepast op (veronderstelde) culturele verschillen 

daadwerkelijk effectiever zijn en of er culturele verschillen zijn in voorkeuren en gedrag 

van eindgebruikers. Gebruikersonderzoek, tot nu toe ondervertegenwoordigd binnen de 

technische communicatie, is dus cruciaal om culturele verschillen tussen Chinese en 

westerse gebruikersinstructies in kaart te brengen. Dit leidt tot de derde onderzoeksvraag 

van dit proefschrift: 

OZV 3: Welke effecten op gebruikers heeft culturele adaptatie van 

gebruikersinstructies, in het bijzonder met betrekking tot de globale structuur, 

de structurering van (beschrijvende) declaratieve informatie, de structurering 

van (actiegerichte) procedurele informatie en het gebruik van visuele 

elementen? 

Hoofdstuk 2 beantwoordt de eerste onderzoeksvraag aan de hand van een systematische 

inhoudsanalyse van Chinese en westerse handleidingen voor huishoudelijke apparaten. 

Hoofdstuk 3 richt zich op de tweede onderzoeksvraag met een reeks interviews met 

Chinese technische communicatieprofessionals. Voortbouwend op de resultaten van de 

inhoudsanalyse en de interviews, richten de gebruikersonderzoeken in de hoofdstukken 4, 

5, 6 en 7 zich op de beantwoording van de derde onderzoeksvraag. 

Hoofdstuk 2 beschrijft een systematische kwantitatieve inhoudsanalyse van 50 Chinese en 

50 westerse handleidingen voor huishoudelijke apparaten om in kaart te brengen of er 

culturele verschillen zijn met betrekking tot inhoud, structuur en het gebruik van visuele 

elementen. Alle in het onderzoek betrokken handleidingen zijn ontwikkeld binnen de eigen 

cultuur en zijn verschenen tussen 2007 en 2016. Tien producttypen zijn geselecteerd; voor 

elk producttype zijn vervolgens vijf merken gekozen. De totale steekproef bestond uit 1895 

pagina’s. De handleidingen zijn onderzocht aan de hand van een codeerschema. Dit 

codeerschema was gebaseerd op de resultaten van eerder onderzoek, aangevuld met de 

resultaten van een exploratieve analyse van twintig andere handleidingen (tien Chinese en 

tien westerse). In totaal werden 65 codes gebruikt om de handleidingen te vergelijken. De 

resultaten bevestigen dat er culturele verschillen zijn tussen Chinese en westerse 

handleidingen met betrekking tot inhoud, structuur en het gebruik van visuele elementen. 

Wat de inhoud betreft, bleek dat Chinese handleidingen vaker meervoudige doelen hebben, 

terwijl westerse handleidingen vaak beperkt zijn tot de functie van 

gebruikersondersteuning. Chinese handleidingen bevatten vaak ook informatie die gericht 

is op andere groepen gebruikers dan eindgebruikers, zoals technische professionals. Verder 

wordt er in Chinese handleidingen vaak geprobeerd een goede relatie met de gebruiker op 

te bouwen en te onderhouden. Met betrekking tot structuur bleek dat Chinese handleidingen 
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doorgaans een minder strikte en rechtlijnige structuur hebben dan westerse handleidingen. 

Het aantal structuurelementen in de handleidingen verschilde niet, maar Chinese 

handleidingen hebben doorgaans een plattere structuur, minder elementen die visueel 

gemarkeerd zijn zodat ze snel opvallen, en een minder systematische onderverdeling van de 

inhoud in kleinere eenheden (chunking). Met betrekking tot visuele elementen hebben 

Chinese handleidingen meer decoratieve en amusante afbeeldingen, met menselijke 

kenmerken. In Chinese handleidingen komen significant meer cartoons met personificatie-

elementen voor (bijvoorbeeld een glimlachende ijskast) en significant meer cartoons met 

een gedetailleerde afbeelding van een persoon. Over het algemeen kunnen westerse 

handleidingen worden gekarakteriseerd als overwegend instrumenteel, bedoeld voor 

eindgebruikers, en met nadruk op gebruikersvriendelijkheid, terwijl Chinese handleidingen 

minder beperkt en flexibeler zijn. Op grond van de handleidingen zoals die in omloop zijn, 

moet geconcludeerd worden dat er culturele verschillen in technische communicatie 

bestaan. Het blijft evenwel de vraag in hoeverre deze verschillen alleen corresponderen met 

gewoontes van technische communicatieprofessionals of ook met andere voorkeuren van 

gebruikers. 

Hoofdstuk 3 verkent de opvattingen en gewoonten van technische 

communicatieprofessionals met betrekking tot culturele verschillen aan de hand van een 

reeks halfgestructureerde diepte-interviews met Chinese technische 

communicatieprofessionals (N=20). De resultaten maken duidelijk dat de 

communicatieprofessionals cultuur zien als een steeds belangrijker aspect van hun werk. De 

meeste geïnterviewden dachten dat Chinese en westerse handleidingen van elkaar 

verschillen in allerlei opzichten (inhoud, structuur, stijl en visuele elementen) en dat 

gebruikers uit beide culturen handleidingen op een andere manier gebruiken. Meer 

specifiek veronderstelden ze dat westerse gebruikers meer taakgeoriënteerd zijn en ook dat 

ze meer afhankelijk zijn van handleidingen wanneer ze taken uitvoeren; Chinese gebruikers 

zouden meer aandacht willen voor gebruikerservaring naast ondersteuning voor de 

taakuitvoering en zij zouden ook meer vertrouwen op mensen in hun omgeving voor hulp. 

De geïnterviewden stelden dan ook dat westerse handleidingen meer gedetailleerd en 

uitgebreid zijn, om gebruikers in staat te stellen producten zelfstandig te gebruiken; Chinese 

handleidingen vermengen de instructieve functie met meer aantrekkelijk bedoelde 

elementen die voor een betere gebruikerservaring zouden moeten zorgen. Door praktische 

omstandigheden kunnen de Chinese technische communicatieprofessionals zulke inzichten 

niet altijd in de praktijk brengen. Specifieke omstandigheden die genoemd werden, zijn een 

beperkte aandacht voor gebruikersdocumentatie binnen de organisatie, de kosten van 

lokalisering en een gebrek aan relevante kennis. 
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Hoofdstuk 4 is het eerste van drie hoofdstukken waarin de effecten van culturele adaptaties 

van de structuur van gebruikersinstructies centraal staan. Dit hoofdstuk hanteert een brede 

opvatting van structuur: zowel declaratieve als procedurele informatie is hierin 

meegenomen. Er is een 2x2 “between-subjects” experiment uitgevoerd, met culturele 

achtergrond van de gebruikers (Chinees versus Westers) en structuur van de 

gebruikersinstructies (Chinees versus Westers) als onafhankelijke variabelen, en 

effectiviteit (taakuitvoering en begrip) en tevredenheid (met de handleiding en met de 

software) als afhankelijke variabelen. Aan het onderzoek namen 80 proefpersonen deel: 40 

Chinese gebruikers (die allen in Nederland woonden) en 40 westerse gebruikers. De 

deelnemers moesten met behulp van de handleiding een aantal taken uitvoeren met 

vertaalsoftware (SDL Trados Studio 2014 ) en na afloop een vragenlijst invullen met 

begripsvragen en vragen over hun tevredenheid. Er bleken geen significante verschillen te 

zijn; er werden geen hoofd- en geen interactie-effecten gevonden. Chinese en westerse 

gebruikers presteerden even goed met de Chinese en de westerse structuur van de 

handleiding en hadden ook vergelijkbare begripsscores en tevredenheidsscores met beide 

versies van de handleiding. Een culturele adaptatie van de structuur van 

gebruikersinstructies lijkt dus niet de moeite waard te zijn. Het is voorstelbaar dat er een 

“community of practice” is ontstaan wanneer het gaat om het gebruiken van instructies voor 

software en apparaten, waarbinnen culturele verschillen minder belangrijk zijn. Maar het 

hoofdstuk eindigt met een aantal methodologische kanttekeningen, die van invloed geweest 

kunnen zijn op de bevindingen: deelnemers aan het onderzoek waren terughoudend om de 

handleiding te gebruiken bij de taakuitvoering, de twee versies van de handleiding waren 

mogelijk niet de optimale uitwerking van gebruikersinstructies in beide culturen en de 

Chinese deelnemers, die in Nederland woonden, waren mogelijk beïnvloed door 

acculturatieprocessen.  

Hoofstuk 5 beschrijft een vervolgstudie naar de effecten van culturele adaptaties van de 

structuur van handleidingen. In deze studie is rekening gehouden met de methodologische 

tekortkomingen van de studie beschreven in hoofdstuk 4. De studie in hoofdstuk 5 is 

hoofdzakelijk gericht op de structuur van procedurele informatie (actiegerichte informatie). 

Er is een 3x2 “between-subjects” experiment uitgevoerd, met culturele achtergrond van de 

gebruikers (Chinese gebruikers wonend in China, Chinese gebruikers wonend in Nederland 

versus westerse gebruikers) en structuur van de gebruikersinstructies (Chinees versus 

Westers) als onafhankelijke variabelen, en taakuitvoering, selectie van informatie en 

tevredenheid van de gebruikers als afhankelijke variabelen. In totaal namen 158 mensen 

deel aan deze studie. De deelnemers werd gevraagd een aantal taken uit te voeren het 

softwareprogramma Excel 2016 met behulp van de handleiding en om daarna enkele 

vragen te beantwoorden over hun tevredenheid. Met eye-trackingapparatuur werd gemeten 

welke informatie in de handleiding zij raadpleegden. De resultaten van deze studie zijn 
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grotendeels in lijn met de resultaten van de studie beschreven in hoofdstuk 4. Er waren 

geen significante verschillen (hoofd- en interactie-effecten) met betrekking tot 

taakuitvoering en tevredenheid. Ook de resultaten van deze studie wijzen er dus op dat 

Chinese en westerse gebruikers even goed presteren met handleidingen gestructureerd 

volgens Chinese en volgens westerse principes, en dat zij daar in dezelfde mate tevreden 

over zijn. Met betrekking tot de selectie van informatie laten de resultaten wel significante 

verschillen zien. In de eerste plaats hadden Chinese deelnemers minder aandacht dan 

westerse deelnemers voor die delen van de handleiding die de structuur van de handleiding 

verduidelijkten: de inhoudsopgave en de kopjes. Dit correspondeert met de resultaten van 

de inhoudsanalyse in hoofdstuk 2, die lieten zien dat de westerse handleidingen doorgaans 

systematischer zijn gestructureerd dan Chinese handleidingen. In de tweede plaats hadden 

de Chinese deelnemers meer aandacht voor de visuele elementen in de handleiding dan de 

westerse deelnemers. Ook dit is in lijn met de resultaten van de inhoudsanalyse. In de derde 

plaats hadden Chinese deelnemers minder aandacht voor beschrijvende, contextuele 

(declaratieve) informatie. Dit is op het eerste gezicht verrassend. Mogelijk zijn Chinese 

deelnemers bekender met de inhoud van contextuele informatie en hadden zijn daarom 

sneller in de gaten dat deze informatie niet noodzakelijk is voor de taakuitvoering. 

Samenvattend, deze resultaten ondersteunen de veronderstelling dat er culturele verschillen 

zijn tussen de manier waarop Chinese en westerse gebruikers omgaan met instructies, 

hoewel gebruikers uit beide culturen flexibel genoeg zijn om te kunnen werken met beide 

handleidingstructuren. 

In hoofdstuk 6 wordt de laatste studie beschreven naar de effecten van culturele adaptaties 

van de structuur van handleidingen. In deze studie ging het hoofdzakelijk om de structuur 

van declaratieve informatie. Anders dan in voorgaande studies ging het in deze studie niet 

om een handleiding die gericht was op ondersteuning bij taakuitvoering, maar om een 

verklarende (expository) tekst met informatie over een producttype en een aanbeveling tot 

aankoop van een specifiek product. De deelnemers waren dezelfde als in de studie in 

hoofdstuk 5 (N = 158). Ook deze studie was een 3x2 “between-subjects” experiment met 

culturele achtergrond van de gebruikers (Chinese gebruikers wonend in China, Chinese 

gebruikers wonend in Nederland versus westerse gebruikers) en structuur van de 

documentatie (Chinees: inductief versus Westers: deductief) als onafhankelijke variabelen, 

en leestijd, herinnering van de inhoud, en mening over de tekst (structuur, leesbaarheid, 

tevredenheid en overtuigingskracht) als afhankelijke variabelen. De deelnemers werd 

gevraagd een korte tekst te lezen over verschillende typen ijskasten en daarna een aantal 

vragen te beantwoorden. De resultaten laten zien dat Chinese en westerse deelnemers 

evenveel tijd nodig hadden om de tekst te lezen en dat ze zich de inhoud even goed konden 

herinneren. De resultaten over de mening over de tekst waren minder eenduidig. Er werden 

geen verschillen gevonden met betrekking tot tevredenheid en de mening over de structuur, 
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maar de oordelen van de deelnemers over de leesbaarheid en de overtuigingskracht van de 

tekst verschilden wel. Zoals verwacht vonden de Chinese deelnemers de inductief 

gestructureerde tekst leesbaarder en overtuigender dan de deductief gestructureerde tekst en 

vonden de westerse deelnemers de deductief gestructureerde tekst leesbaarder en 

overtuigender. De resultaten laten dus eenzelfde flexibiliteit van de gebruikers zien als in de 

vorige studie als het gaat om het gebruik van verschillende gestructureerde teksten, maar ze 

laten ook zien dat zelfgerapporteerde oordelen met betrekking tot leesbaarheid en 

overtuigingskracht positiever zijn voor teksten met een structuur aangepast aan de cultuur 

van de gebruiker.    

Hoofdstuk 7 beschrijft het laatste empirische gebruikersonderzoek van dit proefschrift. 

Deze studie is gericht op de waardering van gebruikers voor visuele elementen in 

handleidingen en test de veronderstelling dat Chinese gebruikers vooral waardering hebben 

voor amusante afbeeldingen en westerse gebruikers vooral waardering hebben voor 

instrumentele afbeeldingen, zoals gesuggereerd werd door de resultaten van de 

inhoudsanalyse in hoofdstuk 2. In deze quasi-experimentele studie werden deelnemers uit 

beide culturen (Chinese gebruikers wonend in China, Chinese gebruikers wonend in 

Nederland versus westerse gebruikers) gevraagd 15 afbeeldingen te beoordelen uit vijf 

verschillende categorieën (cartoons, cartoons met gedetailleerde afbeeldingen van mensen, 

cartoons met personificatie-elementen, vergrotingen van details van een product en 

schematische, technische afbeeldingen). Data werden verzameld in dezelfde sessies als 

waarin data voor de studies beschreven in hoofdstukken 5 en 6 werden verzameld (N = 

158). Alle afbeeldingen werden getoond samen met een korte tekst die duidelijk maakte dat 

de afbeelding uit een handleiding afkomstig was. De resultaten laten zien dat de Chinese 

deelnemers de afbeeldingen in het algemeen hoger waardeerden dan de westerse 

deelnemers, en dat ze in het bijzonder de amusante afbeeldingen (cartoons met 

gedetailleerde afbeeldingen van mensen en cartoons met personificatie-elementen) hoger 

waardeerden dan de westerse deelnemers. De westerse deelnemers waardeerden de 

instrumentele afbeeldingen (vergrotingen van details van een product en schematische, 

technische afbeeldingen) hoger dan de Chinese deelnemers. Deze bevindingen komen 

overeen met de resultaten van de inhoudsanalyse beschreven in hoofdstuk 2. 

Dit proefschrift is een eerste, uitvoerige studie naar de invloed van culturele verschillen in 

gebruikersinstructies, waarin dit onderwerp vanuit verschillende invalshoeken bestudeerd 

is. De uitkomsten van de zes studies laten zien dat culturele verschillen bestaan maar dat de 

invloed van deze verschillen op het effectief kunnen werken met gebruikersinstructies 

beperkt is. Zowel de inhoudsanalyse als de interviews met de Chinese technische 

communicatieprofessionals bevestigen het bestaan van verschillen maar de resultaten van 

de gebruikersonderzoeken laten slechts een beperkte invloed van deze verschillen op 
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gebruikers zien. Met betrekking tot structuur wijzen de resultaten van drie studies 

(beschreven in hoofdstuk 4, 5 en 6) erop dat culturele adaptaties geen invloed hebben op de 

taakuitvoering en de waardering van gebruikers. Chinese en westerse gebruikers presteren 

even goed met handleidingen gestructureerd volgens Chinese principes als met 

handleidingen gestructureerd volgens westerse principes en hun oordelen over de 

waardering van de handleidingen verschillen ook niet. Wel lijkt de manier waarop een 

handleiding gestructureerd is invloed te hebben op de veronderstelde leesbaarheid en 

overtuigingskracht ervan. In dit geval gaat het meer om de invloed van structuur als 

representatie van een denkpatroon dan om de invloed van het systematische gebruik van 

structuurmarkeringen. De effecten van culturele verschillen waren het duidelijkst met 

betrekking tot het gebruik van visuele elementen. De bevindingen laten duidelijke 

verschillen zien tussen de voorkeur van Chinese gebruikers voor amusante afbeeldingen 

versus de voorkeur van westerse gebruikers voor instrumentele afbeeldingen.  

De bevindingen van het onderzoek laten zien dat, als gebruikersvriendelijkheid (usability) 

voorop staat, het niet aan te raden is om veel te investeren in culturele verschillen op het 

gebied van structuur van instructies. Ondanks culturele verschillen in het gedrag van 

gebruikers, in het bijzonder als het gaat om de selectie van informatie, laten de 

onderzoeksresultaten zien dat gebruikers uit culturen die veel van elkaar verschillen in staat 

zijn hun weg te vinden in verschillend gestructureerde handleidingen. Met uitzondering van 

de studie beschreven in hoofdstuk 7 zijn de onderzoeken in dit proefschrift voornamelijk 

gericht op aspecten van gebruikersvriendelijkheid, en niet zozeer op aspecten van 

gebruikerservaring (UX). Een deel van de resultaten lijkt er echter op te wijzen dat culturele 

verschillen wellicht belangrijker zijn in de context van gebruikerservaring. Toekomstig 

onderzoek zou zich hier meer op kunnen richten. 

Samengevat illustreren de bevindingen van de studies in dit proefschrift de complexiteit 

van culturele invloeden op gebruikersinstructies, relativeren ze het belang van culturele 

verschillen voor gebruikersvriendelijkheid en suggereren ze dat het voor toekomstig 

onderzoek van belang kan zijn om meer aandacht te hebben voor gebruikerservaring.
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