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During this research document, I will be dissecting and investigating the meaning of the words; connection, reflection and balance in the context of product design. Looking closely at philosophers and theorists to help break down the meaning and importance of these words in relation to product design. I have chosen these three words as they have significance when it comes to the interaction of designers with their consumers. I believe the knowledge I will gather from this research will help me further understand the key stages of product design and form a question for my independent inquiry. 
Connection.
[bookmark: _Int_Ylr5deUN][bookmark: _Int_ng1wqFsf]In I and Thou, philosopher Martin Buber explores the fundamental ways in which human beings relate to the world, and to one another. “The one primary word is the combination I-Thou. The other primary word is the combination I-It.” (Buber, 1923, p.16). He identifies two primary modes of relationship: I-Thou and I-It. These terms go beyond grammar; they represent distinct attitudes we adopt in our interactions with others. Each mode reflects a different quality of connection, showing how connection is not one thing, its meanings span beyond its core value. Together these terms define the structure of human experience. The I-Thou relationship is rooted in mutual presence, openness, and genuine encounter. When we relate to someone as a "Thou," we meet them not as an object, but as a living being. This connection is human nature, and most common. However, the I-It relationship is more detached. When we relate to someone or something as an "It," we treat them as an object. Something to be used, studied, or categorized. These primary modes of relationship are evident in product and furniture design, as you never have just one relationship throughout the process. For example, there’s the relationship you have with the user, the I-Thou relationship. Having a clear understanding of their wants and needs is essential in your design thinking, ensuring complete consideration for the user. The user is a crucial part of concept development and ideation. It ensures that your design accommodates your audience, allowing for a strong connection between them to your products. You also have the relationship with your design itself, the I-It relationship. Without that connection to your design, it cannot thrive. Having a relationship with what you’re creating is essential in design, without drive and passion, you lack success. Wanting to excel and improve your designs is what makes a good designer. The development and ideations at those early stages are crucial to having a good connection with your design. Being able to fall in love with what you’re creating means a better outcome for all involved. Connection spans across the design process. It is one of the most important skills a designer can have. Design that is grounded in connection starts with understanding people's needs and lived experiences. Good design empathizes, it listens and feels familiar and comforting. To the consumer, the sense of being understood is a powerful form of connection. The oxford dictionary definition of connection is “a relationship in which a person or thing is linked or associated with something else”. (Oxford dictionary, 2025). This explanation of connection is categorical, untouched by other meanings. This interpretation of connection is undermined in Simone Weil’s “attention and will” where she states, “Prayer being only attention in its pure form and studies being a form of gymnastics of the attention”. (Weil,1947). In this passage, Weil underscores that genuine prayer, or by extension, connection is routed in genuine attention. Connection is about deliberate use of attention to an object or person. Weil challenges the conventional notion of empathy as something emotional. Explaining how empathy does not require pity but focused, undivided attention. This philosophy ties in perfectly with design and its values. As stated previously, connection is crucial in design, but in order to connect with a design you must pay attention. Attention to detail being the most obvious use of attention in design, allowing yourself to contribute work to the best of your abilities, knowing the time and attention you displayed is important. There’s also attention in terms of the user, understanding their wants and needs, which also plays a part in the attention to detail towards your design. With attention comes connection, falling in love with your design leads to connecting with it, and your process. Attention is the opposite of rushing, it’s slowing down enough to notice what often goes unseen. The way someone interacts with your design, how it makes them feel, what needs to change. Connecting with your client is essential to the design process itself. Having an individual connection with design and your specific process is important as a designer. Which is why I chose to research further into connection, as I believe it plays a significant role in design. Seeing how these philosophical meanings tie in so perfectly with connection to design, has allowed me to broaden my knowledge on the design process itself. 
Reflection.
I decided on the word reflection to research and discuss further, as I believe it is a word that comes with a variety of meanings. For example, the oxford dictionary describes the word reflection in many ways, such as “an image seen in a mirror or shiny surface”, “a thing that is a consequence of or arises from something else”, “serious thought or consideration”. (Oxford dictionary, 2025). Each of these interpretations of reflection can be meaningfully connected to design and its process. On a literal level, physical reflection-such as those found in materials used for products and furniture, are a common feature in designed objects. It may also mean reflection in terms of light and shadows, used a lot in design and artwork. Next, we see that in the concept of design, reflection can be seen in a broader sense. The whole process of design is a direct consequence of all involved in the process, the user, their needs, material constraints and cultural influences. Showing how design is not merely an object, but the outcome of layers of consequences and an intentional process. Lastly, reflection being a serious thought or consideration perfectly encapsulates design as a process. It's understood that as a designer, a lot of decisions have to be made throughout the process. Many are being thoroughly thought out, to ensure that your design perfectly matches its brief. Using time to reflect on your decisions and your work allows for successful design, not being afraid to reflect and understand your potential mistakes and being ready to fix them. John Locke writes, “But as I call the other Sensation, so I call this REFLECTION, the ideas it affords being such only as the mind gets by reflecting on its own operations within itself”. (Locke, 1689). His distinction between Sensation and Reflection offers a valuable lens through which we can use to understand the design process. While Sensation refers to the information we gather from the external world, Reflection involves the mind’s internal observation of its own operations, thinking about thinking. In design, this idea of reflection plays a crucial role. Designers do not rely solely on what they observe through user behaviours or external inputs, they must also engage in reflective thinking. This helps interpret needs, evaluate ideas, and refine solutions. This introspective process allows designers to empathize with users and iterate effectively. Consistent reflection throughout the design process solidifies that design's purpose and success. Additionally, users respond to design not only through immediate perception but also through their internal interpretations and prior experiences. Successful design considers both the visible and the cognitive dimensions of interaction. Locke's idea of reflection, then, aligns closely with the thoughtful, human-centred approach which is at the heart of successful design.
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Jean Cooke (Jean Bratby) Self-Portrait (1958) (Accessed April 20th)
[bookmark: _Int_abgHh5rC][bookmark: _Int_hUlFdYN8]This painting of reflection in terms of personal reflection helps portray the narrative that inner reflection is often times the most important skill a person can have. As a designer, being comfortable enough with yourself and your work allows for more growth and success. Another interesting view on the word reflection is from philosopher John Dewey. He explains in his book how we think how “Reflection involves not simply a sequence of ideas, but a consequence a consecutive ordering in such a way that each determines the next as its proper outcome, while each in turn leans back on its predecessors.”. (Dewey, 1910, chapter 1). Dewey provides an interesting and valuable lens for understanding the iterative nature of design thinking. In design, reflection is not contemplation but an active and structured process where each decision influences the next, shaping the direction of a project. Just as Dewey describes reflection as a “consequence,” design evolves through a reflective cycle of ideation. Using skills such as prototyping, evaluation, and revision. Each step builds logically upon the last, guided by feedback and contextual understanding. This mirrors Dewey’s emphasis on ordered thinking, highlighting how design practice requires consideration of previous actions to generate meaningful outcomes. Therefore, Dewey’s theory offers a strong philosophical foundation for reflective design processes, where knowledge and creativity blend. This process of reflection as a consequence in design is prominent primarily in the user experience part of design. Having to consistently receive feedback and notes from our users allows us to reflect on our design as the process takes place. Meaning we can find any issues and change them before that problem snowballs further. Design as a whole thrives off communication, whether that be from the users or from other designers working on your project simultaneously. Without reflection and conversation, your design becomes unsuccessful. This is why I chose reflection as my second word, as I believe it is a natural part of design.
Balance.
As my last word, I have chosen ‘balance’. The oxford dictionary has many different definitions of balance. In the literal sense, balance is “An apparatus for weighing, consisting of a beam poised so as to move freely on a central pivot, with a scale pan at each end.” (Oxford Dictionary, 2025). We can compare this meaning to design as balance can be used in certain products for its literal meaning, to give something equal weight. In a figurative sense, “The metaphorical balance of justice, reason, opinion, by which actions and principles are weighed or estimated.” (Oxford Dictionary, 2025). Design is all about balance, metaphorically it is a thoughtful negotiation between justice, reason and opinion. For example, justice in design means creating inclusive and accessible designs, making sure to consider the needs of all users, not just the majority. Reason is seen when logic and function are considered, it ensures that your product is practical and user-friendly. Lastly, opinion represents cultural and personal expression which can impact the aesthetics of your design. If you overvalue one element of design, it risks imbalance. Losing one could mean unfairness or lack of usability. Successful design harmonizes all three, creating outcomes not only effective and appealing, but also ethically responsible. Balance is critical in design; without it your work can’t succeed. Dieter Rams discusses the idea of balance in his 10 principles for good design. Although he does not explicitly mention balance, he covers themes of measuring the form and function of a product. One of his principles explains that “Good design is as little design as possible” (Rams, 2017). Here, Rams advocates for a carefully considered balance, removing the unnecessary while preserving what’s important. This idea of ‘less’ is merely about the balance of your design, like its form or functionality. This principle urges us as designers to avoid excess; good design isn’t overcomplicated or confusing to the user. Ram’s idea pushes designers to weigh every element with purpose, to decide if it serves the function, enhances the aesthetics, or is unimportant. By stripping away the excess, your design becomes more inclusive. Design should make life easier, not busier or more complicated, which is why the principle of balance is so important to design. 
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Jan van Eyck, Ghent Altarpiece, 1390 – 1441. (Accessed May 1st)
We see themes of balance more often than not in art. Visual and symetrical balance is an important aspect to many artists as it assures that not one aspect stands out over the others. This principle of balance is also important in design, as allowing each part of your product to have equal importance is crucial. Seen stated previously by Rams, eliminating the unnecessary allows for balance in your design. Looking at Massimo Vignellis book The Vignelli Canon, I found that the theme of balance runs throughout. He articulates his belief that balance in design is achieved through structure, order and clarity. His most telling remark is in his discussion of the grid; “The grid represents the basic structure of our graphic design, it helps to organize the content, it provides consistency, it gives an orderly look, and it projects a level of intellectual elegance that we like to express.” (Vignelli, 2010). At its core, this quote highlights that the grid is an essential part of achieving visual and conceptual balance. Vignellis version of balance is rooted in the functional need to organize information. Furthermore, he sees balance in design as one that communicates effectively and efficiently, where each element must serve a purpose. His structured approach ensures all the visual elements of design are equal, or balanced. This notion can be introduced to all aspects of design however, as I believe balance is seen throughout the design process. Vignellis approach to design is inherently tied to the principle of balance, which extends beyond visual symmetry and into the realms of structure and purpose. Showing how balance is not simply a stylistic choice, but an ethic towards successful design. 
In exploring potential questions for my independent inquiry proposal, I was drawn to three key themes that are consistent in design practices; Connection, Reflection and Balance. Connection relates to the importance of relationships in design, whether that be with the users of the object, showing how it leads to more meaningful and inclusive design. Reflection, both individual or shared, is crucial for evaluating decisions and refining ideas through the iterative process. Balance highlights the designers ongoing challenges to negotiate form, function and user experience in the design process, ensuring you don’t overcomplicate it. These competing demands are central to product and furniture design and navigating them correctly can be the cause of success in said design. However, I began to realize that balance specifically could not be achieved through design intuition alone, it requires the use of reflection. After examining these themes, I began to become interested in the notion of reflection, and how rather than it being a designer's internal practice, it becomes a collaborative act including other designer's or even users. This shift could help empower users and designers, while also developing their understanding of lived experiences, ultimately producing better product outcomes. At first, I saw reflection as a personal tool, although after my academic research, I started to see reflection as something to be shared. I have always enjoyed and encouraged collaboration in design, I believe it is a crucial part to your design's success. I believe I have found a potential gap in how to improve the inclusivity of design, and that is by collaboration. As a result, I formulated my dissertation question, “In what ways does collaborative reflection between designers and users influence inclusive product outcomes?”. I will use this question to do further research into how reflection can be used as a collaborative design tool, and whether it leads to improvement in the inclusivity and success of design. 
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