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How does the work of Dieter Rams and Kenya Hara highlight the importance of design thinking?


Abstracts

Design thinking, as an interdisciplinary approach to innovation, seems to have become an important tool for solving complex problems and fostering innovation. However, is design thinking really so important? How can the importance of design thinking be reflected in specific design work? The aim of this paper is to use a critical approach to reveal the practical application of design thinking in specific design work and its impact on the creative process of designers. The study analyses the close connection between Dieter Rams' ten design principles and Kenya Hara's philosophical design concepts and design thinking, from which the way they use different aspects of design thinking is revealed. In addition, by examining the design processes and work of the two designers, it is possible to understand that although there are differences in the way they apply design thinking, their work highlights the importance of design thinking in facilitating design innovation, problem solving, and the enhancement of life experiences. These findings provide an effective reference for understanding the multidimensional value and practical application of design thinking in modern design practice.









[bookmark: _Hlk153440498]Introduction

In today's society, design is more than just a combination of aesthetics and functionality; it has become a key tool for solving complex problems, driving innovation and promoting social progress. Design thinking, as an interdisciplinary, user-centred approach to innovation, has gained widespread attention and application in recent years. It encourages designers to gain a deep understanding of user needs and to continuously explore and test solutions through an iterative process. However, is design thinking really so important? What is its true definition? How can the core values and practices of design thinking be reflected in specific design work? These are still questions that deserve to be explored in depth. This paper selects two influential designers in the field of contemporary design - Dieter Rams and Kenya Hara - with the aim of critically analysing how design thinking is used in their design work, as a means of revealing the importance of design thinking in modern design practice.

Dieter Rams, one of the most influential designers of the 20th century, is known for his design principles that emphasise simplicity, functionality and long-lasting value, which have not only profoundly influenced the design of products from brands such as Braun, but are also widely recognised as the cornerstones of good design. On the other hand, Kenya Hara, known for his innovative design concepts at Indigo, has a design philosophy that emphasises the aesthetics of blankness and cultural values in design, offering a completely different perspective on exploring the perceptual aspects of user experience and design. Their work and design philosophy has not only shaped the face of products and brands, but has also profoundly influenced the education and practice of design thinking. Despite the fact that they come from different countries and have different cultural backgrounds, both Dieter Rams' functionalism and Kenya Hara's minimalism are widely recognised in the design world. By comparing the work of these two designers, it is possible to reveal how different design philosophies and approaches exemplify the importance of design thinking and how it has crossed cultural and geographical boundaries to become a global approach to design.

Regarding the way of argumentation, firstly, this paper will elaborate on the concept of design thinking and briefly introduce Dieter Rams' and Kenya Hara's backgrounds and main design concepts to provide a basis for understanding their design thinking; secondly, analyse their representative works in depth and explore how these works embody the core principles of design thinking; then, compare and contrast the two designers' design thinking processes of the two designers, revealing their similarities and differences; and finally, summarising how the work of Dieter Rams and Kenya Hara highlights the importance of design thinking.

Overview of Design Thinking

Before we begin our research, first we need to understand what design thinking is. Design thinking is considered a creative approach to problem solving and has become a popular method in design. It is also said that design thinking is an important tool for designers to think about when designing, or a way of reasoning/creating meaning in things.

In reality, the definition of design thinking is quite vague and often misunderstood and misused. In recent years, there have been several attempts to reach a consensus on one or more modes of design thinking. (Baker III & Moukhliss, 2020, p7) However, to this day, there is still some controversy about its definition. The term first appeared in an article published by Peter Rowe, a professor of architecture at Harvard University. However, a review of the content of that publication suggests that the term is used primarily for architectural design and does not reflect the meaning of the term as it is now widely used in a variety of fields. In terms of how design thinking is currently used, the actual driver of the term is arguably the design consultancy IDEO and its leadership. IDEO's own strategy reflects the evolution of the concept: while they initially focussed on product development, they have now broadened the scope of their practice to include service design, strategy, and even education and other social systems. (Liedtka, 2018) Brown, one of IDEO's leaders, specifically emphasises that design thinking is a human-centred activity: design thinking is a methodology that utilises a designer's sensibility and problem-solving approach to meet people's needs in a technically feasible and commercially viable way. In other words, design thinking is human-centred innovation. (Figure 1) Designers are considered to be competent enough to understand and interpret the problems faced by users and their needs. Brown argues that in participating in the design process, they may develop a higher level of buy-in to new solutions. (Brown & Katz, 2009, p18) In conclusion, although there are many different opinions on the definition of design thinking, its main modern promoter Brown's statement can be used as a reference.
[image: ]Figure 1   Brown's 2009 presentation on Design Thinking


While the vague definition of design thinking casts doubt on its reliability, fortunately the way design thinking works is much clearer than its definition: The process of how design thinking operates can be summarised in five consecutive stages, each of which is essential and should be carried out in subsequent stages without discarding any of them. (Wolniak, 2017, p13)

The first stage is empathy, where detailed surveys and data collection are used to understand the problems of the product user group. In this case, detailed information about product users and their needs can be found. Design thinking begins with a thorough analysis of the needs of the product's primary and potential users and their expectations, as well as an understanding of the technology used to make the product and the competitive market conditions.

The second stage is Define, where the team needs to clarify the user needs. The interdisciplinary team should synthesise the information gathered during the empathy phase to determine the nature of the problem. The design brief should describe the client's requirements for the work. These requirements can be superficial or in-depth, generic or innovative. The design summary should include the specific objectives that the design is intended to achieve. During the analysis process, standard thinking frameworks and habits need to be discarded in order to design solutions that are both creative and client orientated.

The third stage is ideation, where tools such as brainstorming are used to come up with the richest and most varied ideas possible. Coming up with good ideas requires not only technical knowledge about the subject matter, but also the courage and creativity to come up with bold ideas. To facilitate this process, avoid overly restricting the team's ideas. This stage should be accomplished by combining user perceptions to select the most appropriate ideas and then creating a prototype of the solution based on them. The design team may also choose to utilise one of the many art and design movements as an aid during this phase. As the ideation phase continues, it is easy to find out if the definition phase has created any misunderstandings about the user and if the user's feelings have been adequately taken into account.

The fourth phase is prototyping, in which one or more solutions need to be built in order to generate a prototype and test it. In the build phase, the prototype is a substantial representation of the solution to the problem. The basic function of a prototype is to provide users with a tangible and visible reference of the solution and to get quick feedback from users for improvement. In this way, the project can be checked to see if it meets the requirements set out by the client or if the concept needs to be changed. Prototypes enable the design team and the client to visualise the realities and elements of their look, feel and touch in a more intuitive way.

The last stage is testing, in which a prototype as a final solution should be shown to users and used to get their feedback on the phased product. In this way, the usefulness of the product can be tested. In this phase, the aim is to understand how well the product works when used in a real environment and to confirm the completion of the solution based on the data. The necessary parameters need to be recorded so that the test results can be clearly identified. As many people as possible should be involved in the testing process during this step. If this step is overlooked in the design, it may result in a proposed solution that does not fully meet the assumptions and expectations of the client. (Wolniak, 2017)

In addition, there are some other key points of design thinking, such as: conditional creativity, i.e. what is produced must not only be creative, but also make sure that it is within a framework that is not divorced from society and reality; human-centred, i.e. design is customer-oriented and design thinking must constantly consider how what is created meets the needs of the customer; environmentally-centred, where today's design thinking requires that the interests of the environment be placed on an equal footing with human interests on an equal footing as the main constraints on the design process (Owen, 2007, p24); adaptable, i.e. adapting the production process to the changing needs of the user during use; and diverse, for creativity, to be inspired to create you need a wealth of knowledge. These points are crucial to the work of design thinking, but design thinking is not limited to this, and depending on the scenarios of use, design thinking may also produce richer and more specific characteristics.

However, complete theories don't always prove their usefulness either, and the importance of design thinking still needs to be demonstrated through research.

Dieter Rams

In the field of design, Dieter Rams' name represents a philosophy of design that transcends time, a philosophy that continues to have a profound impact on designers and product developers today. His work is regarded as a cornerstone of modern design education and has been a direct influence on the product design of leading technology companies such as Apple, particularly Jonathan Ive and Apple. In addition, Rams developed the Ten Design Principles, which have been learnt by countless designers:

1. Good Design Is Innovative.
2. Good Design Makes a Product Useful.
3. Good Design Is Aesthetic.
4. Good Design Makes a Product Understandable.
5. Good Design Is Unobtrusive.
6. Good Design Is Honest.
7. Good Design Is Long-lasting.
8. Good Design Is Thorough Down to the Last Detail.
9. Good Design Is Environmentally Friendly.
10. Good Design Is as Little Design as Possible.
(Rams, 2017)

These principles have not only guided his own design work, but have had a profound impact on the design community as a whole. Not only that, but the Ten Design Principles actually resonate with the core concepts of Design Thinking on a number of levels.

Firstly, Dieter Rams' overarching principle that design should be continuously innovative echoes the emphasis in design thinking on the constant search for new solutions and innovation. Secondly, his emphasis on the need for design to be useful fits directly into the user-centred philosophy of design thinking, which states that products should meet the actual needs of users. In addition, Rams believes that good design should be aesthetically pleasing, which is a key point in design thinking, as attractive aesthetics enhance the user experience and create an emotional connection.Rams further emphasises that design should be easy to understand and unobtrusive, which means that good design shouldn't be overly complex or overstated, but rather serve its function, which is in line with design thinking's principles of intuition and practicality. Honesty is also a key aspect of Rams' principles, as he believes that design should not mislead users about its function, which is consistent with the principles of transparency and authenticity in design thinking. In addition, longevity of design and thorough consideration of detail are also embedded in his principles, which emphasise the importance of sustainability and fine-tuning of detail, in line with the corresponding viewpoints in design thinking. Environment is another of Rams' core principles, and he advocates taking environmental impact into account in the design process, which is in line with Design Thinking's emphasis on environmental responsibility. Finally, he advocates 'designing with as little as possible', emphasising the importance of focusing on core functionality by removing unnecessary elements, which not only improves the efficiency of the design, but also reduces the burden on the user, which is also in line with the idea of removing redundancy in design thinking. Throughout his work and his design process, we can see design thinking being applied in all aspects:
[image: ]
In the early stages of the design of the Braun SK4 record player (Figure 2), for example, Dieter Rams chose an unconventional white and clear plastic material to create a modern product with visual transparency. This innovative choice of materials was a result of the challenge to the status quo that design thinking demands, prompting the design team to explore non-traditional solutions to showcase the technical aesthetics. The use of transparent materials not only enhances the visual appeal of the product, but also increases consumer confidence in the quality and innovation of the product by demonstrating its internal mechanical workings. Additionally, by simplifying the design of the front panel and iterative prototyping through user feedback, the SK4's user interface became more intuitive and easy to navigate, which directly improves the user experience and the product's usability.Figure 2   SK4 record player


[image: ]For the Braun T3 podcast radio (Figure 3), Dieter Rams conducted in-depth market research during the design process to identify the operational challenges users were experiencing with existing radios. This user-centred approach to research is at the heart of design thinking and leads directly to a more intuitive, easy-to-use product design. For example, the optimised dials and clear frequency display are designed to ensure that users can quickly and accurately find the channel they need, a design that not only reduces the difficulty of operation for the user, but also improves overall satisfaction with the use of the radio. In this way, the T3 not only meets the basic needs of users, but also enhances the overall user experience by reducing operational complexity, thereby increasing market competitiveness.Figure 3   Dieter Rams’ T3 radio


[image: ]Finally, the design of the 606 Universal Shelving System (Figure 4) highlights the precise analysis of functional requirements and the application of modular design, both of which are key components of design thinking. By allowing users the freedom to combine shelving units according to their space and needs, the team at Ramsay not only provided a highly personalised solution, but also increased the flexibility and adaptability of the product. This modular design allows the 606 system to not only be adapted to a variety of living or working environments, but also allows for a longer product life as users can reconfigure the system to suit changing needs. In addition, the system's ease of installation and adjustment reduces the need for users to rely on professional installation services, further increasing the practical value of the product and reflecting the fundamental concept of human-centred design thinking.Figure 4   606 Universal Shelving


In these examples, Dieter Rams highlights the harmony between technology and aesthetics through the pursuit of user-centred solutions, iterative prototyping and interdisciplinary collaboration, enabling continuous design optimisation and innovation. The practical value of design thinking is confirmed by revealing that applying design thinking in the design process can promote innovation, enhance user experience, and improve product performance in the marketplace.

Kenya Hara

Kenya Hara is a highly respected Japanese designer who has made a profound impact on the international design community with his philosophical thinking and methodology of design. Since his tenure as Art Director of Muji, Hara has greatly contributed to the globalisation of the brand and the popularisation of the design philosophy.More than just a graphic designer, Hara is also a cultural and design communicator who promotes a thoughtful, detail-oriented and sensory-experiential approach to design through his design work and writing. His work emphasises the power of design, not only in product design, but in enhancing people's quality of life and cultural understanding.

Kenya Hara's design philosophy revolves around the aesthetic concept of 'blankness', emphasising the importance of simplicity, purity and white space, and believes that design should promote understanding and communication, and express the deepest meaning through the least amount of design. In addition, Hara's design philosophy is not only concerned with the aesthetics of the physical form, but also how to stimulate people's perception and cognition through design. He believes that true design should be an exploration that constantly pushes the boundaries of convention and explores the interaction between objects and human behaviour and perception. (Hara, 2007)

His design philosophy is closely linked to design thinking in several ways. Firstly, Kenya Hara's concept of 'blank space' echoes the emphasis of design thinking on creating meaningful user experiences, as blank or white space gives users space to think and feel, thus enhancing the interactivity and engagement of the design. Secondly, Hara promotes the principle of simplicity to ensure that designs are not only aesthetically pleasing, but also functionally clear and easy for users to understand and use, which is in line with design thinking's idea of simplifying complexity. What's more, Hara demonstrates the importance of innovation and problem redefinition in design thinking by designing ways to change people's perceptions and behaviours. Also, his minimalist approach to information and the combination of function and beauty demonstrate the design thinking principles of effective communication and solution innovation. In addition, Hara's cultural explorations emphasise the expression and shaping of cultural values through design, which is consistent with design thinking's approach to exploring and understanding problems from a multicultural perspective. Kenya Hara has optimised the design process by applying design thinking strategies to many of his projects, which has led to enhanced product innovation and improved user experience:

In the case of MUJI, Kenya Hara demonstrated the importance of in-depth market and user research in MUJI's product design, a step that is at the heart of design thinking. In the design of Muji's wall-mounted CD player, the design team began by identifying a need in the market for simple, easy-to-use home electronics. The design process began with concept generation, where the focus was on how to blend the functionality of the product with Indy's minimalist aesthetic. From there, Kenya Hara guided the team through initial design sketches and model development, followed by functional prototypes. These prototypes were evaluated through user experience testing to gather feedback to iteratively optimise the product design. The result is a wall-mounted CD player that has become an iconic product in the marketplace with its unique disc shape and one-touch playback function. This design process not only demonstrates Kenya Hara's design philosophy of achieving maximum functionality through minimalism, but also highlights the application of design thinking in promoting product innovation and enhancing user experience.

[bookmark: _Hlk164054711][image: ]Then came the "RE-DESIGN" project (Figure 5), in which Kenya Hara wanted to challenge conventional thinking and explore new functions and forms by redesigning everyday objects, inviting a number of designers to rethink commonplace objects such as the toothbrush. The design process involved analysing existing toothbrush designs and identifying their aesthetic and functional shortcomings. (Hara, 2007) Designers were encouraged to think creatively and develop prototypes with new materials and forms, such as toothbrushes made from eco-friendly materials with a more ergonomic design that enhances comfort. These prototypes were displayed in the exhibition and audience feedback was collected to further refine the designs. Through this interdisciplinary collaboration and redefinition of issues, the RE-DESIGN project not only enhances the functionality and aesthetic value of the products, but also promotes a social debate on the new roles of everyday objects, demonstrating the important role of design thinking in promoting cultural and social innovation.[bookmark: _Hlk164054912]Figure 5   RE-DESIGN Project


[image: ]The project "HAPTIC" focuses on improving the user's interaction with a product through the sense of touch. (Figure 6) In this project, Kenya Hara explored how different materials can influence tactile sensations. The design process involved researching the tactile properties of a variety of materials and selecting materials that produce different tactile responses, such as specially processed woods and uniquely textured synthetics. Based on these materials, the design team created a series of experimental products such as tactile books and decorative objects. These products were displayed interactively in the design exhibition, allowing for direct experience and feedback from the audience, an approach that exemplifies user-centred and experiential co-creation as a design thinking strategy. Through this experimentation and display, the HAPTIC project not only adds to the sensory dimension of design, but also deepens public awareness of the importance of tactile elements in design.Figure 6   HAPTIC Project


[bookmark: _Hlk164052051]It is evident from these projects that Kenya Hara incorporates aspects of design thinking into his projects, resulting in innovative solutions and optimised user experiences. These projects not only reflect his pursuit of product functionality and aesthetics, but also demonstrate the powerful influence of design thinking in modern design practice.

Conclusion

Based on the research above, it is understood that although there are differences in Dieter Rams' and Kenya Hara's design approach and focus, their design philosophies and basic principles of design thinking show a striking consistency in different ways.

Dieter Rams' design philosophy emphasises functionality, simplicity and longevity, which is evident in works such as his 606 Universal Shelving System. These works demonstrate how design thinking can be applied to create solutions that are both functional and time-tested. However, whilst Dieter Rams' methodology is technically and functionally successful, its emphasis on simplicity may fall slightly short in terms of emotional connection and cultural expression, and at times may make the designs appear too cold and mechanical.

In contrast to Dieter Rams' focus, Kenya Hara is more interested in exploring sensory experiences and cultural values. Through projects such as 'Haptic - An Exploration of Tactility', Kenya Hara demonstrates how he uses design thinking to challenge and expand people's perception and understanding of everyday objects. His design philosophy emphasises design as a tool for exploration and communication, aiming to deepen our perception of the physical world and cultural understanding. Nonetheless, Kenya Hara's culturally and sensory-focused approach may sometimes lack adaptability to a wider, globalised user base, and the depth of a particular cultural context may limit the universal acceptability of his designs.

Despite the differences in the way Dieter Rams and Kenya Hara apply design thinking, their work strongly highlights the importance of design thinking in modern design practice. Dieter Rams' design practice demonstrates the power of design thinking in solving practical and functional problems, emphasising a deep understanding of users' needs and the development of innovative solutions to meet those needs. Kenya Hara's work highlights the power of design thinking to explore and enhance human sensory experiences and cultural values, inspiring through design a new understanding and appreciation of everyday objects and environments.

Through an in-depth analysis of the design philosophies and representative works of Dieter Rams and Kenya Hara, this thesis reveals that design thinking is not only the cornerstone of modern design practice, but also a key force for social progress and the enhancement of the quality of human life. Though they differ in their design approaches and focuses, Dieter Rams and Kenya Hara both demonstrate the important role of design thinking in promoting innovation, problem solving, and the enhancement of the human experience. Dieter Rams and Kenya Hara, while differing in their approaches and focus, have demonstrated the importance of design thinking in fostering innovation, solving problems, and enhancing the human experience. Their work demonstrates that design is not only about aesthetics and functionality, but is also a thoughtful process that aims to create lasting solutions that meet the needs of the present and the challenges of the future. The study of these two designers provides a deep understanding of the multidimensional value of design thinking and its potential for application in a variety of fields, providing valuable inspiration for future design practice.
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