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Software giant counts the cost of geographical clangers

Microsoft staff are facing remedial geography classes to avoid costly faux pas. 

Paul Brown reports.

Insensitive computer programmers with little knowledge of geography have cost the US software giant Microsoft hundreds of millions of dollars in lost business and led hapless company employees to be arrested by offended governments.

The problem has damaged the company's reputation and the "trust rating", which is seen as key to keeping the company competitive, has dropped, a senior Microsoft executive has revealed.

In a frank assessment of the company's problems in trying to be a global player without offending local sensibilities, Microsoft's senior geopolitical strategist Tom Edwards said that employees' lack of basic geography was to blame.

Mr Edwards told the International Geographers Conference in Glasgow yesterday that the company has now launched geography classes for its staff to avoid further problems.

He said Americans had a reputation for being ignorant of world affairs. The annual National Geographic Survey had thrown up the sad fact that only 23 out of 56 young Americans knew the whereabouts of the Pacific Ocean.

"It is therefore no surprise that some of our employees, however bright they may be, have only a hazy idea about the rest of the world," he said. "The repercussions on us can be very serious."

One of the most expensive errors was a colour-coded world map of time zones, which showed the disputed Jammu-Kashmir region as not being in India – an offence under Indian law. The Windows 95 operating system was banned in the country, losing large sales. A later version of software removed the colour coding and sold 100,000 copies in India.


Mr Edwards said the decisions on what to do about disputes arising over Microsoft products was taken entirely on commercial grounds. For example, when employees were arrested in Turkey because Kurdistan had been shown as a separate entity on maps of the country, the company removed Kurdistan from all maps.

"Of course, we offended Kurds by doing this, but we had offended the Turks more and they were a much more important market for our products. It was a hard commercial decision, not political."

One mistake that caused offence was a game, developed in Japan called Kakuto Chojin, a combat game. The fighting went on with rhythmic chanting in the background, which was a passage from the Koran. "It was an incredible insult to Islam," Mr Edwards said.

He asked for the game to be withdrawn, but it was issued against his advice in the United States in the belief that it would not be noticed. Three months later, the Saudi Arabian Government made a formal protest and Microsoft withdrew the game.

Mr Edwards said it was better to be honest about mistakes. It was all part of rebuilding vital trust in the product.

Guardian

Read the article from The Age (overleaf) and then answer the following:
1. What problem has damaged Microsoft’s reputation.
2. What does Mr Edwards say is to blame for the problem.

3. What is Microsoft doing to help avoid further problems.

4. Give three examples of errors made by Microsoft’s program developers.
5. ‘…decisions on what to do about disputes arising over Microsoft products was taken entirely on commercial grounds.’ Explain what this means.
6. Mr Edwards said it was better to be honest about mistakes. Do you agree? Give reasons

7. Imagine you are a Tasmanian. You have just bought a copy of PictureDraw 2020 ‘the best line drawing program on the market’. As part of your work you have to create a wall display featuring a map of Australia. PictureDraw 2020 is just the thing – it has a drawing library of 100 000 items, including maps. You open a new file, open the map library, pull in Australia and discover that Tasmania is missing.
Write a letter to the Managing Director of PictureSoft, the creators of PictureDraw 2020, describing your feelings and what, if anything, you want done about this situation.
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