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RESEARCH 
QUESTION What are the hindrances and challenges 
that non-native english speakers face in 
coming to the US?

How can we decrease the number of 
challenges that non-native english 
speakers face while shopping at 
pharmacies in the US? 

How can the experience of purchasing 
over the counter medicine be improved for 
people unfamiliar with English medical 
terms in the US?

TARGET 
AUDIENCE

Non-native English speakers 

Non-native English speakers 

People unfamiliar with English 
medical terms/brands  



WHY DOES THIS 
MATTER?

19.3 
M

Total annual domestic and overseas 
visitors to Boston and Cambridge

9,851
Harvard University International 
Population 

5
Problematic pharmaceutical 
interactions with non-native 
English speakers per day



FIELDWORK 
APPROACH

1

Interviewing I

Gather data on a variety of 
non-native English speakers to 
define prominent pain points

Observation

Observe non-native English 
speakers in common tourist 

attractions and gain key 
insights into their behavior

2

Interviewing II

Engage in a second round 
interview with more targeted 

questions pointed at 
pharmacy and medication 

navigation

3

Analysis

Report and reflect on 
significant findings to 

develop solution criteria and 
potential ideas 

4



WHO WE 
SPOKE TO 

AND 
OBSERVE

D 

Internationa
l students at 

Harvard

Non-native 
English 

speaking 
acquaintances

CVS 
pharmacists

Tourists in 
Harvard 
Square





USER 
JOURNEY



INTERVIEW KEY POINTS 
Most interviewees knew 

grammatical English, but it was 
harder to keep up with 

everyday conversations, casual 
slang, and topics that didn’t 
come up in school lessons.

Spaces that were most 
uncomfortable tended to involve one-

on-one interaction, conversations 
that were less structured and 

included more vernacular 
vocabulary, or where there was a 

large group of people with fast paced 
talking.

Surprising Insights: while the language barrier provided most of the major problems that our interviewees faced, it 

was the everyday language, as opposed to learning the structure and grammar of English, that seemed to provide 

the most frequent challenges.

It took years for most of those 
interviewed to become adjusted 

to American life - not just 
finding jobs and housing, but 

locating places to get everyday 
necessities.



2x2 Metric 
Analysis

English 
Fluency 

Success in Acquiring 
Medication

+

+-

-

“Even though I knew how to 
ask for what I was looking for, I 

just got so nervous about 
talking to people, that I just left 

the store without buying 
anything.”

“I brought a photo of what I 
needed with me and showed it 
to someone in a uniform. That 
helped a lot because I didn’t 

have to say anything.”

“I felt really embarrassed 
because when I tried 

asking for help, no one 
could understand what I 

was looking for.”

“Knowing English has never 
been a problem for me, so it’s 
always really simple for me to 
just go into the store and get 

what I need, or ask for help if I 
need it.”



SOLUTION CRITERIA

Potential Difficulties: 

● Verbalizing symptoms/desired product
● Understanding medication instructions 
● Asking pharmacists for help 

Potential Solutions:

● Language agnostic 
● Inclusivity of product usage 
● Uniform recognition of the product 
● Accessible use 

An effective solution that eases the experience of purchasing over 

the counter medicine for people unfamiliar with English medical 

terms in the US 
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ASSUMPTIONS 

● Understand basic words but not medical terms/ brands/ side-effects, etc.

● Are intimidated by the pharmacy landscape and will not want to ask 

questions

● Do inadequate research prior to purchasing a medication that they do not 

fully understand

● In some cases would rather not buy anything than attempt to approach 

the language barriers

● Face countless difficulties with the language barrier in everyday life 

beyond the pharmacy



WHAT PROBLEMS WE ARE 
SOLVING 

Decreasing confusion about 
how to take medication or 
knowing what side effects 

each medication has

Facilitating and optimizing 
medication navigation 

Easing nervousness from 
visiting an unfamiliar place 
and speaking an unfamiliar 

language

Eliminating the confusion 
of different medical terms 

in different countries



PRODUCT JOURNEY 



OUR PITCH

Search & Recognition 

Word of mouth 
Advertisemen
ts 

Product Key Features

Name + image of medication 

Correct translation medication in 
chosen language 

Instructions to take medication  

Limitations and side effects 

Partnerships & Future steps 

Partner with Drugs.com, which 
has a complete database of OTC 
drugs and side effects, as well as 

international drug names 



QUESTIO
NS? 


