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Assignment #3- Web Designing for a Global Audience


By definition from its name, the World Wide Web reaches a world wide audience.  This means that any website published on the internet has a potential audience numbering in the billions.  Best practice standards for web design include usability testing to help insure that a website is geared toward the audience’s understanding.  Yet usability testing is often a local affair, not taking into consideration the many cultural and linguistic issues that may confuse users from other regions and countries.  For these reasons an understanding of the global audience is important to web design.


Language differences are an obvious problem for web designers, especially for businesses operating if multiple countries.  Web site translation includes not only translating the text word-for-word but also nuances of speech, understanding of regional dialects, and sometimes use of an entirely different alphabet.  More subtle than language issues are the cultural differences that will affect how a user views the site.  This can be as simple as the colors selected for a web page.  For example, the color white is considered a neutral color in western cultures, but is the color of mourning in many Asian cultures.  Some web designers try to avoid language problems by using symbols without realizing that they are not universally recognized.  The shopping cart logo commonly accepted in the United States could confuse even an English user who is more familiar with using a basket rather than a cart to shop.  For similar reasons it is important to avoid ambiguities in such things as local times, date formats, seasons of the year, and currency.  Even if a website is designed for a local purpose it is important that the fact should be made readily apparent to the user.  A person searching for the “Cambridge YMCA” will be well served to know if the website s/he’s viewing is from Cambridge, England or Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Web design for global audiences is most important for businesses that wish to conduct business in many countries.  A website designed centered around what appeals to North Americans could do very little in helping bring in what could be quite lucrative international sales.  The first issue of course is language.  It may not be necessary to translate a web site since English is understood by many people worldwide, but the English presented should be simple and clear avoiding slang as well as terminology and spellings which are not universally used in the language.  Translating a web site into other languages will help boost sales and a professional should be hired to do so.  It is not necessary to translate into all of the hundreds of languages spoken throughout the world, but choosing the most common is beneficial the typical multinational business.  If a business is targeting particular countries or regions they will want to select the languages and dialects spoken there for translation.  

In larger businesses, there may be conflict between branding the company worldwide and what appeals on the local level.  Writes Mitch Betts, “a big political issue at many companies is whether Web development and content management should be centralized at headquarters or controlled locally in the individual countries.”  A one-size-fits-all approach may be attempted to streamline the costs and efforts involved in creating websites for a global audience.  Aaron Marcus warns that this approach is not likely to succeed.  “[M]isapplied globalization efforts may produce generic solutions that are of minimal appeal to valuable particular markets (understandable to all but appealing to none).”  The alternative decentralized approach can lead to confusion where users do not see the connection among sites designed at a local level, nor is the company served by individual web pages contradicting the company’s central message.  Instead, Susan Dray advises a combination of the two approaches.   “[C]ome up with a global base design, plan for localization, and then do as much usability evaluation as you can as the interface matures.”  The templates and standards of a company web site are universal, but the content is modified for local appeal.  Dray and other writers emphasizes the importance of constantly testing – as far as it is possible - the usability of a web site by peoples of any culture expected to be in the audience.

Whether designing for a commercial website or not, web authors must keep an eye open for how their websites will appear to the global audience.  On the World Wide Web one can begin to oneself as a global citizen, and as such must be aware of the etiquette and manners of one’s fellow citizens of the net.  The web in its short existence has been cluttered with websites that are useless to most if not all users of the internet.  As a courtesy to the world wide community, one must make the effort to design websites so that they are useful to as many users as possible and don’t waste anyone’s time.
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