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PROBLEM FRAMING 

Immigrating to a new country is a rich, immersive, but often an 

emotionally taxing learning experience with a steep learning curve.  

Especially for those starting new jobs or school in an unfamiliar 

country, there is a lot that has to be learned very quickly.  

In addition to hosting refugees and international students attending its 

many universities, the tech industry and growth of Pittsburgh has 

brought more immigrants to the city over the past few years.  



Territory Map



Initial Brief

How might we leverage artificial 
intelligence to aid cultural learning 
for immigrants in a new country?



Exploratory Research

Phase 1



What are the most 
stressful moments when 
acclimating to a new 
culture?

What support systems 
exist for people?

What/ which social 
interactions are most 
difficult?

What technologies do 
immigrants have access to?

What are the preferred 
learning environments? 

What methods were most 
helpful in learning about a 
new culture?
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Key Questions 

Exploratory Research Goals

Phase 1



Literature review Interviews

6 Expert Interviews

Survey 

15 Respondents

Exploratory Research Methods

Phase 1



Language
“Language is a big 
barrier to settling in a 
place. People are more 
likely to settle where 
they can find others who 
speak their language 
and have a cultural/
religious community”

Research Synthesis

Phase 1

Logistics 
“Navigating complicated 
bureaucracy is one of 
the biggest challenges 
immigrants face.”

“Seeing familiar people 
naked in the gym locker 
room and being forced into 
a conversation with them”

Finding Community
“Immigrants can go into 
depression because of 
the individualistic 
society here and the 
isolation they feel.”

Social & Cultural 
Differences



Research Synthesis

Phase 1



Research Synthesis

Phase 1



Students have near-ubiquitous 
access to technology, so are 
an ideal use case for 
technological intervention

Around a million 
International students 
were in The United 
States as of 2017 
-New York Times

Why Students?
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Research Synthesis

Phase 1

Many of the pain points 
were similar across all 
immigrant groups, so 
findings can be extrapolated

0 3



Exploratory Research

Phase 2



Redefined Brief

Phase 2

How might artificial intelligence aid 
cultural learning for International 
students arriving in a new country?



WORKSHOP 
METHODS
13 Participants

Exploratory Research Methods

Phase 2



Why do a Workshop?

Try out a range of different 
research methods to learn 
about people’s experiences 
from many perspectives

0 1

Gain greater insights 
about people’s experience 
through more illustrative 
and narrative methods to 
humanize abstract data

0 2

Create a sense of 
commiseration by allowing 
participants to collectively 
share their experiences in a 
safe, neutral space

0 3

Objective of the Workshop

Phase 2



What were their biggest 
challenges in adjusting to a 
new country?

What types of methods 
and technology aid their 
adjustment?

What would they have 
liked to know before 
arriving, and when does 
learning start?

Are there any key 
areas that we’ve 
overlooked?

What social interactions 
are most difficult for 
international students?
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Key Questions 

Exploratory Research Goals

Phase 2



What were their biggest 
challenges in adjusting to a 
new country?

0 1

Journey Map

Exploratory Research Goals

Phase 2



Story Board 

What social interactions 
are most difficult for 
international students?

0 2

Exploratory Research Goals

Phase 2



Post-it Survey

0 3

Exploratory Research Goals

Phase 2

What types of methods 
and technology aid their 
adjustment?



Letter to Past Self

What would they have 
liked to know before 
arriving, and when does 
learning start?

0 4

Exploratory Research Goals

Phase 2



Graffiti Wall

0 5

Exploratory Research Goals

Phase 2

Are there any key 
areas that we’ve 
overlooked?



Exploratory Research

Key Insights



Key Insights

People mostly rely on social interaction as a 
way of learning and adapting to a new culture.

of respondents said 
they learned language 

and cultural norms 
through social 
interactions.

86.7% “Be more active to make more 
friends, and try to understand their 

cultures and stories” 

“I want you to be open and talk to 
people, with heart.”



Technology should mimic or facilitate those social 
interactions. 

DESIGN IMPLICATION

Key Insights



People can’t prepare for every situation. Sometimes 
they need help in the moment of an interaction.

“I wish I had internet 
to navigate without 

having to ask.”

“I almost wish there was a small 
voice prompting me to tell me what 

to say in that moment.” 

“Somebody next to me giving me bullet points on 
TO DOS / NOT TO DOS! based on the specific 

context in which I was!”

Key Insights



Technology shouldn’t be intrusive, but should provide 
contextual, real-time learning and feedback.

DESIGN IMPLICATION

Key Insights



Community and a social network are an important 
means for learning about and adjusting to a new culture.

“My mom’s cousin 
lives in Pgh so I stayed 
with them for a week 
as I settled in. They 

helped drive me 
around and buy stuff.”

“When I encountered a community 
welcoming new students and gave 
away free (good quality) furniture I 

felt so happy and safe :)”

Journey Map High Point: “Meeting new 
people, Visiting cool places with CMU 

people, Visiting close friends.”

Key Insights



DESIGN IMPLICATION

Solution should connect users to a support network.

Key Insights



Language exacerbates a lot of other barriers immigrants face.

Letter to past self: 
“I know you were 
scared because 
you could not 
speak english 

very well.”

“I just could not understand the 
[immigration] officer’s accent… I 

had to ask him to repeat his 
questions again (twice!).” 

“There are special wordings or use of 
language (informal language) that are 

hard to learn before arriving.”

Key Insights



Solution should aid users in understanding and practicing 
language within real-life contexts.

DESIGN IMPLICATION

Key Insights



Resources for immigrants are fragmented and hard to find.

Journey Map Low 
Point:“Lack of 

understanding of 
US standard of 

housing.”

“6 months here, I still don’t 
understand the healthcare 

system.”

“Someone help me  
with taxes.”

Key Insights



Solution should integrate different logistical resources 
into a unified system.

DESIGN IMPLICATION

Key Insights



Exploratory Research

Opportunities & 
Challenges



Opportunities

Language Acquisition
How can we aid contextual 
language learning?

Support Network
How can we create new 
environments where 
people can connect to a 
support network?

How can we aid people 
through difficult social 
interactions in-the-moment?

Social Interactions

Positive Attitude 
How can we facilitate a 
positive, confident 
attitude when coming to 
the United States? 



Challenges

Students have different 
backgrounds and levels 
of proficiency when 
coming to America; how 
do we create a solution 
that works for everyone? 
Or how do we create 
customized solutions?

Seamless Solution
Students have demanding 
schedules and are busy 
with schoolwork, so design 
solution should be 
seamless and accommodate 
their busy schedules.

Solution for All
Social connection is 
important when 
acclimating to a new 
culture. Our solution 
should not obstruct face-
to-face interaction but 
assist them.

Assist Not Obstruct



Next Steps

What is the plan?

Conduct additional research 
related to capabilities of AI and 
users’ comfort level with new 
technologies

0 1

Conduct generative research 
and narrow down opportunity 
space to arrive at a defined 
concept

0 2

Design Research Methods: 
Participatory workshop 
Journey Map, Story boarding  
Speed-dating, Wizard of Oz

0 3
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QUESTIONS?


