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Communicating with International Audiences

Introduction

I ssues of international cooperation in
the CHI community were made per-
sonal for me when | moved from the
United States to France in July of
1996. Thingsthat | should have
noticed before, and which had dlid
right by me, al of a sudden became
salient. For many people already
immersed in internationally diverse
work environments, much of this will
probably be familiar. For those who
tend to work within their own national
environment, here are some observa-
tions and suggestionsbased on my
experiences working in France that |
hope will be of help. The most practi-
cal of these suggestions involve how
togiveatalk for an international audi-
ence, whether or not you're a native
speaker of the meeting’ s target lan-

guage.

Background: Kinds of Differences

In terms of general observations, I've
seen anumber of differences among
communities. These differences
involve research traditions, profes-
sional roles, and ease of including peo-
plein professional activities.

Defining Communities

Language communities tend to define
research communities. By this, | mean
that different countries may rely on
different research traditions even in
areas that apparently are the same. In
the case of France compared to North
America, here are a couple of exam-
ples:.

« When thinking of cognitive models
for HCI, North Americansarelikely
to refer first to Don Norman, or
maybe Allen Newell and Herbert
Simon. The French, like most Euro-
peans, are likely to cite Jens Ras-
mussen.

» When discussing usability testing
methods, North Americansarelikely
to cite Jakob Nielsen. French

researchers are likely to cite Chris-
tian Bastien and Dominique Scapin.

If we extrapolate this to other issues
and other countries, one can reason-
ably surmise that there’s alot of
research outside one’ s own language
community that is probably worth not-

ing.

Defining Professions

Job categories differ by country. In
North America, a speciaistin HCl is
likely to be a computer scientist or a
psychologist. In France, the specialist
islikely to be an ergonomist. In North
America, manuals tend to be written
by professional technical writers. In
France, manuals tend to be written by
professional engineers.

Building Activities

It's easier to exclude people than to
include them. As aresult, HCI people
who live and work in single-language
communities often do not make a suf-
ficient positiveeffort toinclude people
from outside their language commu-
nity in their professional activities.
Thisresults in two kinds of |osses.
First, the organizers lose out on (a)
diversity of methods and perspectives
that might help them reach innovative
“outside the box” solutions, and (b)
the joy of encountering and learning
something new. The excluded, other-
language people lose out for similar
reasons, and also because their capac-
ity to contribute is stymied. Single-
language people should appreciate
how daunting communities such asthe
North American CHI community may
seem to someone else. And cultural
differences may make “ outsiders’
even less likely to seek to participate.
So, the next time you’ re putting
together aworkshop or panel, do more
than just “round up the usual sus-
pects’.
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Preparingand Presenting
aTalk

More practically, mem-
bers of the CHI commu-
nity who present talksin
nationally diverse set-
tings face challengesin
being understood. Based
on my experiences over
the last few years, in
places like France, Mex-
ico and Japan, | havea
number of suggestions
for both native and non-
native speakers of acon-
ference language.
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Suggestions for Native
Speakers

Not every understands
your language aswell as
you spesk it. In talks for
international audiences
that don’t have simulte-
neous tranglation, | rec-
ommend the following practices for
people who are giving atalk in their
native language.

» Speak sl ow | y. Thisiseasier said
than done, though. I’ ve attended a
number of conference sessions
where someone in the audience
asked the presenter to speak more
slowly in order to let non-native-
English-speakers follow the talk.
The speaker aways seemsto gra-
ciously acknowledge the request,
then speak asrapidly as ever within
10to 20 seconds of starting up again.
There are a couple of waysto help
yourself speak slowly in interna-
tional presentations. Thefirstisto
plan ahead by realizing that the
amount of material you’'ll be ableto
present will haveto bereduced. You
can’t cram 20 normal transparencies
worth of talk into a 25-minute slot.
Plan on using maybe one transpar-
ency for every three minutes of talk.
The second way to speak slowly in
presentationsisto practice. Y ou can
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practice not only inyour run-through
(you do have arun-through, right?)
but by yourself anywhere you won't
bother other people. Try talking even
more slowly than you eventually
plan to do at the presentation. This
should giveyou an ability to regul ate
your pace.

« Becareful inusing humor. | think we
all know that some kinds of humor
can offend and that alot of humor
may simply escape members strug-
gling just to understand basic con-
tent of atalk. What’ smore, speakers
who customarily use humor in their
talks may find themselves flustered
by the audience’ s lack of response.
When | first got to France, | found
that my talks seemed to fall flat. I'd
been used to getting alot of non-ver-
bal feedback, much of it based on
humor; it turned out the audiences
wereunderstanding and appreciating
the talks, but the humor part just
went right by them. Of course, | fig-
ure | must be missing a significant
amount of the beauty and subtlety of
talks given in French.

* Imaginewhat listening islikefroma
non-maj ority-language perspective.
At SIGDOC 99 thisyear, which was
held in Quebec City, Carl Stieren
started histalk in French, using a
title transparency in French. Most of
the (English-speaking) audience had
some flustered moments until he
grinned and started over in English.

« For talks to audiences primarily
made up of speakers of two lan-
guages, consider distributing copies
of your slidesin the “other” lan-
guage. Carl Stieren used thisidea
very effectively at SIGDOC by pro-
viding French-language slides for
those who wanted them.

Suggestions for Non-native Speakers

For presenters who plan to speak in a
non-native language in which they do
not feel comfortable, there are some
ways in which you can get your talk
across more effectively.
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* Do not read your paper out loud. Do
not read aprepared talk out loud. Do
not just read your slides out loud,
either. Actually, this advice goesfor
native speakers, too. Any of these
approacheswill put your audienceto
sleep faster that you can believe, and
oncethe audience has* checked out”
it will be very difficult to get them
back into the flow of the presenta-
tion. Instead, even if it's very hard
for you, try to talk spontaneously.
Use the audience’ s non-verbal feed-
back to seeif they’ re following you.
Do not be afraid to ask questions of
the audience to check their under-
standing. Remember that you' Il have
to be more interactive than native
speakers, because feedback-under-
standing is easier for them.

If possible, practice your talk for
people who are proficient speakers
of the target language. Find and
memorize key technical terms or
expressions.

Speak dowly. Just asit’s hard for
non-native speakersto follow a
native speaker, native speakers will
probably find it hard to understand
someone with a“foreign” accent
who speaks rapidly. Remember that
you will have succeeded in your talk
if the audience can remember even
one main idea; after all, most audi-
ence memberswon’t retain more
than asentence’ sworth of content of
thetalk afew days later anyway. So
be clear and deliberate in getting
your main ideasacross. What isyour
claim?Why isyour claimtrue? Why
isthisimportant?

« If you have access to computer-
based display for transparencies, use
presentation features that present
bullet points or other elements one-
by-one as you discuss them. This
will help the audience to follow
whereyou arein thetalk even within
atransparency. Meriem Chater used
this technique effectively at HCI-
Aero 98in Montreal.
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« If you are truly uncomfortable in the
target language, get someone else
who knows the work and who is a
proficient speaker of the target lan-
guage to present the paper for you.
Y ou can participate by clarifying,
adding, and then answering ques-
tions.

Resour ces

Those who want to appreciate and
understand differences among
national communities may find it use-
ful to consult books on culture shock
or adaptation to new cultures. For
example, | found Polly Plat’ s book
“French or Foe” (Culture Crossings
Ltd., 1995) to be useful in understand-
ing business and academic life here.
There are many such books across a
wide range of cultures and countries,
including the “ Culture Shock!” series,
which covers about 40 countries rang-
ing from Borneo to the United States
(and the U.S. South hasits own edi-
tion).

For people who feel more or less out-
side the CHI community, the SIGCHI
mentoring program can be an excel-
lent resource. Robin Jeffries and John
Tang served as the mentoring coordi-
natorsfor CHI 99. This program helps
people prepare submissions to SIG-
CHI conferences. Information on this
program can be found in the SIGCHI
Web pages.

Experienceisaresource, too. | expect
as| continueto learn, I'll find new
kinds of differences, new ideas and
perspectives, and better ways to com-
municate.
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