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1. Discovery



Page 4

Newspapers
In order to discover a design opportunity, I gained inspiration from 

three articles from the newspaper Asian Journal. These articles 

included stories about the Philippine public opinion of the govern-

ment’s war on drugs, a gossip story about a celebrity’s recent engage-

ment, and an employment classified ad for a residential caregiver for 

the elderly.

After reading and assessing these articles, I thought about what 

connections could be made between these three very different pieces 

and what audience they maintain. Obviously, the readers of this 

newspaper are likely to be Filipino and Filipino American residents 

living in the United States. 

Nonetheless, other ideas that came to mind were of a people who feel 

separated from a place they call home. These are people who want 

to maintain a connection to a place where they once were. This can 

include staying up to date with friends and family.

Thinking about this connection, I also realized that making sure one’s 

loved ones are taken care of is an important value to this audience. 

This coincides with the communal nature of the Filipino culture. Even 

if they are far away, Filipino people try to strengthen connections 

through the act of nurturing.

1. Discovery
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2. Opportunity
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Balikbayan Box
Through the newspaper connections, I focused on the Filipino act of 

sending balikbayan boxes to the Philippines. In this tradition, Filipi-

nos who live overseas give back to the friends and family back home 

by sending boxes of goods such as canned food, clothing, toiletries, 

and toys. “Balikbayan” means “return [to] country” alluding to how 

the box is a representation of a person coming back home. The con-

nection back home is maintained through these gifts.

However, I know from experience that sometimes the balikbayan 

boxes don’t always offer an emotional connection the same way that 

it offers consumable items. At times, the sender of the box doesn’t 

actually personally know the person receiving the box. While these 

items are greatly appreciated on the part of the recipient, I wondered 

if there was any way to establish a deeper sense of the connection 

between both sides involved.

Therefore, for this design opportunity, I decided to explore a way that 

the balikbayan box could be re-imagined so that it could instill a bet-

ter sense of personal connection and shared experience. Rather than 

being reduced to the giving and receiving of consumer items, there 

could be ways to exchange people’s emotions across large distances.

There could also be ways to integrate technology in ways different 

from social media to transfer communication between people.

2. Opportunity
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3. Ideation
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Meaning & Purpose
In order to figure out a specific design 

direction for this project, I first thought 

expansively about the meaning of the 

balikbayan box and what a new artifact 

should communicate. Figuring out a sense 

of purpose was a high priority for me, using 

the “5 Whys” technique to discover reasons 

why a balikbayan box re-visioning might be 

needed.

Through this process, I decided that I want-

ed to de-emphasize the material aspect of 

the box. I wanted to focus more on intangi-

bles like feelings and moods. This opened 

the door to ideas that strayed away from 

thinking about simply an improved version 

of the balikbayan box. Rather this project 

should use the box as a launching off point to 

create an alternative method of expressing 

connection.

3. Ideation
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Forming Ideas
Although I was developing a more distinct 

idea of what this design should communi-

cate, the means to do it was still up in the 

air. I thought of many different ways this 

could go. 

Possible ideas included campaigns to make 

people aware of the lack of personal connec-

tion, display pieces that showed a shared 

experience, or some ways to highlight the 

emotional nature of material goods.

3. Ideation
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Concepts & AR
After a few rounds of feedback, I thought 

more about the idea of transmitting an ex-

perience or a memory. I also thought about 

how to make personal connections more 

tangible and permanent. 

This is where the idea of the artifact con-

veying sentimentality came into play. If an 

object develops sentimental value, then the 

object might transcend its physical qualities 

to become something more meaningful. It 

becomes associated with memories.

During this process, Professor Arntsen 

suggested the idea of augmented reality. 

After checking out the functionality of AR, 

I decided that it could be a good way to 

enhance communication. It could combine 

the real, tangible aspects of physical arti-

facts with the speed and the malleability of 

digital works.

3. Ideation
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Initial Sketches
Toward the end of the ideation phase, I 

decided that I wanted to create a physical 

book that would tie in augmented reality 

elements to give the contents of the book 

different dimensions. Thinking about what 

AR could bring to the table was one of the 

major parts to this project.

I also thought about the audience for this 

design. This is why I mapped out where a 

person might be in realizing that they might 

need to form greater personal connections. 

Another map consisted of items from a 

spectrum of temporary to permanent. My 

goal was to figure out how my design would 

become a more permanent and long lasting 

item rather than something that is throw-

away.

3. Ideation
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4. Refining
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A Gift
Having decided that this artifact is going to 

take the form of a book, I also decided that 

this should also be a personal gift. Although 

the balikbayan box is a gift, the fact that 

it isn’t for one person limits its ability to 

connect on an extremely personal level. 

Therefore, I thought the content of the book 

should be specific to one person’s life.

This allowed me to get started on thinking 

about the visual look of the book. Being a 

personal gift, I thought this design should 

have handmade elements to prevent it 

from looking cookie-cutter. If it looks too 

polished, it might not resonate on a personal 

level as well.

4. Refining
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Format
I continued to think about more specifics 

like the type of content and the overall de-

livery of the design. I explored ways that the 

type of content could affect the page layouts 

and the use of AR.

In addition, I thought about ways that the 

book could be created outside the regular 

format. I learned that I could use an accor-

dion-style book contained within a box to 

convey both connection and the precious-

ness of memories.

Memories became a major factor in this 

book’s content since past experiences can 

add sentimentality and permanence to an 

object.

4. Refining
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Rea
I decided that in order to make this project 

very personal, I should design this around 

someone genuinely close to me in my life. 

This is why I chose Rea, my fiancée, as the 

audience for this design.

I started collecting pictures that I felt were 

representative of her life, relationships, and 

personality. By focusing on these, I hoped 

that I can get a better sense of how this proj-

ect could be personalized and communicate 

on the right level.

My premise was to figure out how to 

communicate and strengthen a personal 

connection if Rea and I were to ever live far 

away from each other. If we couldn’t physi-

cally see each other on a regular basis, what 

is something that could have more meaning 

than letters, email, text messages, and video 

chats?

4. Refining
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Box Prototyping
To get a better sense of the size and the form 

of the box, I decided to make quick proto-

types of the box.

I learned that I wanted a box that is roughly 

3”x4” since it was a good hand-held size 

that can be taken anywhere. Also, the size 

was good for a person to AR scan the page.  

A person’s phone could be a comfortable 

distance between the book and the person’s 

eyes.

4. Refining
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Style Exploration
In figuring out the visual style of this book, I 

decided to do very rough and dirty explora-

tion with different materials like watercolor, 

oil pastels, cutouts, and photo prints.

I got the feedback that this gift should be 

emotional and intimate. I believed that wa-

tercolor would be a good fit to communicate 

on a more emotional level.

For these, I used an example of a page that 

highlights Rea’s friendship with Justine. 

When scanning this page, the augmented re-

ality app will pull up a video message from 

Justine to Rea. 

These explorations also allowed me to figure 

out what works and what doesn’t regarding 

AR scanning. Some were abstract while 

some were more detailed. I learned that 

objects that scanned well were photographs, 

type, and lettering with a lot of contrast 

with the background. Basically, ones that 

had finer detail.

4. Refining
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Messages and Content
In order to strengthen Rea’s connection to 

home, I figured that “home” was more than 

just me and our house. It should include 

a community like her family and friends. 

Therefore, I wanted the content of the box 

to have messages from several people. I 

believed that this would be able to commu-

nicate Rea’s multiple connections and cover 

more areas unique to her life.

I decided to combine static imagery with 

digital imagery brought on by AR. Whereas 

something like a photo album could convey 

memories, digital media can bring access to 

a person’s movements and voice.

However, one-way communication didn’t 

seem like a good way to reinforce a personal 

connection. This is why I started thinking 

about how Rea could send a message back to 

all the people who create a message for her.

4. Refining
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5. Building



Page 20

Gathering Materials
To start building, I had to gather both 

physical and digital materials to create the 

form and content of the book. Through my 

box prototyping, I was able to find a box that 

fulfilled my desire to have a portable and 

personal vessel for memories.

I also wanted to experiment a lot with phys-

ical media. An area that I’m not so familiar 

in. This led me to explore different uses 

watercolor, image transfer, and bookmak-

ing. Many of these explorations weren’t 

successful by any means.

I also started gathering personalized 

messages from Rea’s friends and myself. 

These messages would be the main content 

accessible through the AR functions.

5. Building
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Cover
I explored an idea for the cover to have a wa-

tercolor flurry. There is a tag saying “Rea” 

that is held on the cover by a gift string. 

When Rea opens the box, she’ll remove the 

string and the tag with it. Underneath the 

tag are the words “From Home.”

In this way, the cover represents a heart, 

Rea’s home, and her experiences. The sep-

arate tag with Rea’s name shows how the 

picture is not complete without Rea in there. 

Rather than being thrown away, the tag is 

something that will become useful later on. 

Rea is separated from home, but still very 

important. She also carries parts of her 

experience with her wherever she goes.

5. Building
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Page Designs
In my initial attempts at the page design, I 

decided to combine photography, quotes, 

and watercolor. The photography and quotes 

could communicate a personal memory and 

relationship on an factual level whereas the 

watercolors could communicate on a more 

emotional level. I also wanted to include 

photos that I felt represented Rea’s relation-

ships well.

I wanted to set the text using handwriting 

so it would also communicate on a personal 

level. I figured that using digital type or 

even a script typeface would be too artificial 

to convey a genuine connection.

After different rounds of feedback, I learned 

that I needed to find a better use of the 

watercolor. Namely, the colors ended up 

looking like decaying matter. In addition, 

the application didn’t communicate specific 

meaning as well as it could.

Video - Testing the video messages

5. Building

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uf8-0g4QTz0
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Last Page
Rea is a big fan of escape room puzzles. 

Often these escape rooms would introduce 

an object that would be useful later on like 

a key or a puzzle piece. This gave me an idea 

of an additional way Rea can interact with 

the book. For this, tag from the cover makes 

a return.

After Rea has gone through all the pages and 

messages, she’ll stumble upon the last page. 

This page features a picture of just her and a 

conspicuous empty circle area. The tag from 

the cover is needed in that empty area to AR 

scan the page properly.

Once Rea scans the page, she sees a button 

that she can tap on her phone that will take 

her to a micro-site with messaging instruct-

ing her to record one message that will be 

instantly sent to everyone featured in this 

book.

Video - Testing the AR button

5. Building

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L4Y3HFNB098
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Page Refinement
In addition to previous feedback, I also 

received suggestions to have the text reflect 

the diversity of past experiences. There-

fore, having the text be set in similar ways 

obscured the specifics of a memory. This is 

why I went in and explored different ways I 

could write the text so that it would better 

match a particular mood or personality.

Some memories are intense, some are mun-

dane, some are immensely expressive, some 

are intimate and subtle.

I removed all other elements and color 

entirely for the time being to focus on the 

text. I believed that I needed to rethink how 

I would incorporate other visual elements 

like watercolor.

In order to add more visual meaning to each 

page, I thought about the different word 

associations that I had for each relationship, 

situation, and quote. While I didn’t come 

across anything concrete initially, these 

would allow me to think about how addition-

al visual elements can add to the meaning.

Words

New York, city, subway, winter, snow, 

concrete, well wishing, long-distance, 

visit, tourism, reuniting, storm, lost

Words

Couch, hangout, casual, catch phrase, 

exasperation, fun, familiar, excitable

Words

College, house party, diva, Davis, out-

sider, apartment, impressive, witty, si-

lence, shy, fierce, emulation, aspiration

Words

Wedding, theme, semi-formal, family, 

black sheep, theft, negligence, noncha-

lant, sisters, sharing, ingenuity

Words

Barbecue, reunion, summer, hot, pink, 

creepy, face, gathering, united, celebra-

tion, community, reaction, quick, pride, 

hidden, sneaky, stealth

Words

Halloween, birthday, night club, neon, 

cosplay, mocking, weirded-out, protec-

tion, audacious, ridiculous, gossip

5. Building
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Watercolor Explorations
Having gone through word associations, I 

decided to take a stab at more watercolor 

explorations. These explorations led me to 

visual elements that related to each page’s 

person and memory in a specific way.

I realized that it was tricky to strike a final 

balance for these paintings. On one hand, I 

didn’t want to include anything that was too 

expected or trite that would distract from 

the authenticity of the personal communica-

tion. On the other hand, I didn’t want some-

thing that was too elusive and mysterious 

that it didn’t communicate.

I also wanted to create small-scale tests of 

my book to test out the construction. I was 

fearful about my materials breaking apart 

or not working in any way.

5. Building
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6. Final Outcome
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Cover
Once I got the concept for the cover down, 

the next part was to execute it. I prepped the 

box and the tag to accept watercolor paint. 

From there, I directly painted on the box 

with the tag on it. Once the paint was dry, 

I filled in details such as the center of the 

heart shape and the lettering.

When the book was complete, I was able 

to use white cording to tie all the elements 

together so that it would look like a personal 

gift.

6. Final Outcome
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Pages
I decided to scan the watercolor paintings 

and use the digitized versions instead of 

painting directly on the pages. This would 

allow me greater freedom to rearrange the 

paintings.

As much as possible, I wanted to ensure that 

the size, placement, and orientation of the 

text, photo, and watercolor added layers to 

the meaning. I also spent time switching out 

different images and quotes to make each 

page more cohesive.

Going back to the cover, I remembered that it 

contained the colors red, blue, and yellow all 

mixed in together. I also remembered that 

the cover is supposed to convey different 

experiences and memories of home. 

Therefore, I decided to make each water-

color element either red, blue, or yellow. In 

this way, they each represent a memory that 

when mixed together, provide a complete 

experience of home.

6. Final Outcome
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Pages
Since all the page layers were assembled 

digitally, I just needed to printout each page 

of the book. However, I had to print individ-

ual pages multiple times in order to correct 

issues such as text not showing clearly, pho-

tos printing out dark, and details not being 

picked up by the AR scanner.

After each page was successfully printed, I 

assembled them together in the accordion 

format and attached the collection into the 

box.

There are a few different ways to view the 

pages. You can spread out the accordion 

across a flat surface. You can stand up the 

entire book like a frame. You can also hold 

the two covers together and flip through 

individual pages like a regular book.

6. Final Outcome
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Augmented Reality
For the augmented reality portion of the 

project, I used the Aurasma platform to 

transform the photographs in each page into 

video messages that Rea could watch from 

her phone.

Each video message can be updated, so 

although the photos on the pages stay the 

same, the video message that appears can be 

changed.

As mentioned earlier, the last page displays 

a button over Rea’s name tag when placed on 

the last page. Upon tapping this button, Rea 

is taken to a website where she can record 

her own message to send out to everyone 

who contributed to the book.

Example 1 (no sound)

Example 2 (no sound)

6. Final Outcome

https://youtu.be/ouVmFIHtbdE
https://youtu.be/TLPQqzaZ-6o
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Return Message

For the return message, I created the prototype using Axure. I kept 

the experience relatively simple and linear. There’s an introductory 

screen, a screen for Rea to check herself before recording, the record-

ing screen, a place to review her recording, and a “message received” 

screen.

The screens continue the visual motifs of the book in order to have 

greater cohesion and to carry over the themes of being personal and 

emotional despite being in a digital format.

View Prototype

6. Final Outcome

http://7p5bkk.axshare.com/main.html

