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Abstract

This paper explores the relationship between design and production as a space for inno-
vation, reinterpreting crafting not as a nostalgic practice, but as a design attitude capable
of guiding industrial processes through craft-driven design methodologies.

The study is based on a case analysis conducted at Atelier Vierkant, a Belgian fami-
ly-owned enterprise specialising in design research on mass-produced artisan ceramics.
This context provides an ideal observatory for examining how industry can both preserve
and regenerate craftsmanship within a space where design and production coexist and
influence each other. Adopting a focused ethnographic methodological approach that
combines contextual inquiry and action-reflection practices, the research investigates
how embodied knowledge, belonging, and intergenerational learning acquire value
through collaboration and spatial proximity.

The findings reveal that, within an organisational model in which design and production
coexist in the same physical and temporal space, an immediate and informal dialogue
arises between designers and craftsmen, who constantly renegotiate their roles and
boundaries of responsibility. What emerges is a widespread co-authorship, in which
making becomes a cognitive and morphogenetic process, and craftsmanship a strategic
resource for cultural and productive innovation.



1. Introduction

In recent years, design has been characterised by a progres-
sive transformation in the relationship between design and
production, driven by industrialisation and the rise of digital
technologies.

These changes have expanded the horizons of product devel-
opment, yet they have simultaneously reduced direct engage-
ment with material processes, with significant implications
for both the education and professional practice of designers
(Corsini & Moultrie, 2017).

This shift has contributed to a distinction between de-
sign-makers and industrial designers, the latter being less di-
rectly involved with materials and fabrication, thereby losing
the physical and experimental engagement that constitutes a
crucial form of embodied knowledge (Somme, 2009).

In this context, renewed reflections emerge on the role and
value of manual skills and embodied knowledge as central
elements to ensuring both quality and cultural sustainability
in contemporary design. This is reflected in a renewed inter-
est in craftsmanship and manual practices, no longer seen as
nostalgic practices but as resources for innovation, capable of
reconnecting humanity with itself and with the world through
mutual attention and care, providing design strategies to ad-
dress polycrises (MacDonald, 2024).

From this perspective, craftsmanship is seen not only as a
technical skill but as a cognitive and reflective practice,
grounded in the deep connection between hand and mind
(Sennett, 2008).



Making, therefore, appears not as mere execution, but as a
morphogenetic process in which materials and makers interact
actively (Ingold, 2013, p. 22). Design, therefore, can no longer
be separated from making: knowledge is generated through
reflected forms of learning that emerge from direct interac-
tion with materials, tools, contexts and people (Nimkulrat &
Groth, 2024).

Craftsmanship can be reinterpreted as a genuine design atti-
tude: an approach grounded in attention to detail, sensitivity
to materiality, and respect for the temporal dimension of
making.

Within this perspective, the present study forms part of the
PhD Craft Driven Innovation - the know-how at the base of
industrial innovation,' which seeks to investigate how crafts-
manship, understood in its broadest sense, can act as a driver
of innovation within industrial design processes (Chiti, 2024).
This study aims to demonstrate that the valorisation of em-
bodied and tacit knowledge, when supported by organisa-
tional structures based on physical proximity and continuous
dialogue, contributes to redefining roles and processes within
production.

At the same time, this approach strengthens corporate identity
and opens new opportunities for contextually embedded inno-
vation.

1 Craft Driven Innovation - A PhD research project (DM. 117/2023) focused on innovative methods
of industrialisation that integrate manual techniques. The project is co-funded by an Italian fur-
niture company, and developed within a doctoral programme in Design, addressing sustainability
and innovation in product and built environment systems. School of Architecture, University of
Florence. (Cycle 39°, Academic Year 2023/2024).



The research focuses on a case study conducted at Atelier Vi-
erkant, a family-owned enterprise specialising in large-scale
ceramic production. The company integrates craft practices
and industrial manufacturing through an organisational and
spatial structure grounded in experimentation and the valori-
sation of embodied knowledge.

More broadly, the research investigates how craftsmanship,
rooted in material culture and mediated through the interplay
of people, tools, and gestures, reshapes the evolving roles and
responsibilities between design and production. It highlights
how these practices support the preservation and transmission
of knowledge across generational and productive transitions,
outlining new forms of contextually embedded innovation.

2. Literature Review

The evolution of the relationship between design and crafts-
manship has evolved through a complex historical trajectory.
From the Arts and Crafts movement to the Radical Design
debates of the 1970s, their interplay has oscillated between
the celebration of craft values and their marginalisation under
the pressures of industrial mass production.

In recent decades, however, contemporary innovation has in-
creasingly been interpreted as the outcome of a convergence
between design and craftsmanship, the latter understood as a
dimension that encompasses both the quality of making and
the quality of thinking (Maffei, 2011).

Within this framework, the literature calls for a rethinking of
the dynamics between the design industry and craftsmanship,



viewing them not as antagonistic systems but as complemen-
tary domains. The challenge lies in overcoming the tension
between craft principles and industrial logics by adopting

an organisational and strategic perspective in which tradi-
tion and craftsmanship are reinterpreted as key resources
for innovation (Rondi et al., 2024). This perspective is close-
ly connected to the notion of Innovation-Through-Tradition,
according to which tradition, especially in family businesses,
becomes a strategic resource for innovation while simultane-
ously contributing to the preservation of corporate identity
(De Massis et al., 2016).

As Niedderer (2009) observed, the contribution of craftsman-
ship within industry is often more evident in the production
phase than in the design phase. Yet, positioning craftsmanship
as an active resource in industrial processes can lead to new
product and market concepts, driven by craft-based practices
that contribute to a cycle of shared value and address wider
socio-economic and cultural challenges (Woolley, 2011).

Designers and artisans, as holders of complementary knowl-
edge, can collaborate effectively through tools that facilitate
knowledge exchange and co-construction, such as boundary
objects (Suib et al., 2020). Their synergy is particularly evident
in prototyping, where collaboration accelerates the develop-
ment of new products through rapid prototyping (Temeltas,
2017). In this sense, craftsmanship, conceived as experimenta-
tion, risk-taking, and quality of thought, can also play a pivotal
role in processes of technology transfer, for instance, in the
context of digital manufacturing (Loh et al., 2016).



In line with this, craft-based design explores the combination
of craftsmanship and mass production, with the aim of over-
coming the old dichotomy of craft vs design (Holmquist et al.,
2019). This approach does not represent a nostalgic return to
the past, but rather a model capable of offering new responses
to contemporary challenges, redefining roles, methods, and
responsibilities across the production chain (Yair et al., 1999).
As Yair and colleagues observed, design through making can
facilitate collaboration within product development teams,
accelerate prototyping, and enrich communication through
the tacit knowledge of making. It is echoed in recent initi-
atives that seek to involve artisans and workers in creative
processes, often framed as a contemporary revival of the Arts
& Crafts movement (Edelkoort & Fimmano, 2021).

The renewed interest in making, rooted in the intrinsic pleasure
of physical manual experience (Sennett, 2008), is also evident
among contemporary designers, who are encouraged to blur
the boundaries between craftsmen engaged in production and
designers involved in ideation. Such transformation, grounded
in experimentation, marks a significant shift in the very under-
standing of craftsmanship and its cultural value within industri-
al communities (Rawsthorn, 2018).

Viewing craftsmanship as a social activity further highlights
two crucial issues: the generation gap and the loss of tacit
know-how, which are current phenomena in manual produc-
tion sectors. Historically, craftsmanship has relied on the
apprentice-master model, in which professionals dedicate
time and attention to transmitting skills to the next genera-
tion (Bonanni & Parkes, 2010). This intergenerational transfer



is essential for preserving tacit knowledge, which, as Nonaka
(1994) argues, can be transmitted through processes of social-
isation and externalisation, both of which require the creation
of shared knowledge spaces. From this perspective, crafts-
manship is increasingly recognised in contemporary design
not merely as an activity of decoration or personalisation, but
as a fundamental resource for industrial processes.

Historical studies have reframed artisans as knowledge work-
ers and inventors: figures who, since antiquity, have contrib-
uted not only to technical expertise but also to the develop-
ment of scientific knowledge, through direct relationship with
materials, based on observation and experimentation, leading
to a reflection on a new way of thinking about production and
work (De Munck, 2019). There is thus a growing consensus on
the value of craftsmanship as a resource for innovation, sus-
tainability, and cultural regeneration.

3. Methodology

Building on existing theory, the study aimed to empirically
examine how embodied knowledge, belonging, and intergen-
erational learning find concrete operational expression in the
work of designers, artisans, and enterprises within industrial
design and production processes.

3.1. Case Study Selection

The research adopted a qualitative approach based on the selec-
tion and analysis of a single case study (Yin, 2011), conducted at
Atelier Vierkant, a Belgian family-owned company specialising
in handmade ceramics for architecture and landscaping.



The company represents a privileged context for examining
the relationship between design and production, as well as the
dynamics of integration between industry and craftsmanship,
in line with the objectives of the PhD Craft Driven Innovation.
The case was selected through preliminary mapping of Bel-
gian companies in order to ensure an external perspective
with respect to the researcher’s original research context.

In fact, in this context, Atelier Vierkant can be included in a
broader European landscape of family-run manufacturing
companies with a strong focus on design, which have inte-
grated design research, production culture and tradition as
strategic resources for innovation (Dell’Era et al., 2018).

The decision to focus on Atelier Vierkant followed after an
analysis of companies that had received the Henry Van de
Velde Award (Henry Van De Velde Awards, n.d.), which recog-
nises firms distinguished by quality, innovation, and strong
cultural grounding. The reasons for this recognition, centred
on the role of craftsmanship, the value of embodied knowl-
edge, intergenerational transmission, and the ability to inno-
vate through tradition, align closely with the research themes.
Family-run companies offered an interesting point for ob-
serving the evolution of craft practices in contexts that bal-
ance continuity and renewal (Rondi et al., 2024).

The selection of the case was supported by a documenta-

ry review of the literature and publications available on the
company, along with preliminary contacts with key internal
stakeholders.

These steps established the feasibility of the study and facili-
tated access to the ethnographic phase. In order to understand



how embodied forms of knowledge manifest, are transmitted,
and acquire value within the company, this study investigates
the interactions between designers, artisans, and workers in
the production process through a qualitative and ethnograph-
ic approach.

3.2. Methodological Framework

Once the case study had been defined, the research adopted

a focused ethnographic approach (Knoblauch, 2005), com-
bining contextual inquiry (Holtzblatt & Beyer, 1997) with a
perspective of participatory action-reflection activities, where
the body is recognised as central to the creation of knowledge
(Nimkulrat & Groth, 2024).

The investigation was not conceived as detached observation
but as a situated, participatory, and immersive practice, in
which the researcher assumed an active role within the pro-
duction environment. Fieldwork focused in particular on the
finishing department, where the researcher worked alongside
the craftsmen, asking questions and simultaneously perform-
ing the same actions under their guidance.

Focus ethnographic, regarded as complementary to conven-
tional ethnography, enabled short-term but intensive field-
work supported by complementary tools such as a voice re-
corder and the company’s photographic archive.

Following an initial overview of the company and its produc-
tion organisation, the method allowed the researcher to con-
centrate primarily on the finishing sector.

The research was therefore carried out in the users’ natural
environment, while they were carrying out their activities,
using both observational and participatory methods.



Furthermore, in order not to disrupt the workflow and to be
able to take notes, the researcher periodically withdrew from
the observation and direct participation activities and record-
ed an audio track, noting down relevant thoughts, reflections,
and observations, so that they could be preserved and used
later for critical analysis.

This form of direct observation, contextual inquiry, provided
a deeper understanding than interviews or surveys, as it was
not dependent on participants’ ability to recall or reproduce
processes outside their immediate context. It allowed unex-
pected features to emerge, and revealed details often over-
looked by regular practitioners. This resonates with Holtz-
blatt & Beyer’s notion of the master-apprentice model (1997, p.
42), in which the researcher, like an apprentice, learns tasks
by observing and questioning skilled practitioners.
Participatory observations, interviews, field notes, visual doc-
umentation, and document analysis were integrated through
an action-reflection framework, enabling the researcher to
combine embodied experience with critical interpretation. A
central element was the researcher’s direct involvement in the
production process alongside a team of artisans.

Following what the company refers to as the Cascade Learn-
ing System, the researcher attempted to complete the finish-
ing of a vase from start to finish.

This activity provides insight into how tacit knowledge is
transmitted, highlighting the distinction between what can be
easily communicated verbally and what requires demonstra-
tion through gestures and metaphorical forms of transmission
that proved fundamental to the learning process.



3.3. Data Collection and Analysis
The data collection techniques were as follows.

e Analysis of documentary and visual material: consultation
of public sources (website, publications) and company doc-
uments (photographic databases made available).

e Participatory Action: direct involvement of the research-
er in finishing activities, with periodic recording of voice
memos to note observations.

e Observation - Interactions of community practices: informal
moments (breaks, shared lunch) that allowed for gathering
information on the family history of the company and estab-
lishing informal dialogues with various company roles.

e Semi-structured interview with the company’s Owner/
Sales & Strategy.

The data were analysed in various ways.

e The visual and documentary materials were integrated into
the construction of the practices observed and implemented.

e Participant observations were reworked into a structured
step-by-step diary.

e Voice memos and field notes were transcribed and critical-
ly analysed.

e The interview was transcribed and examined to identify
significant passages.

4. Results
The methodological approach adopted enabled a detailed
investigation of a specific production area within Atelier Vier-



kant, providing the opportunity to explore the research topics
in depth. Through fieldwork, the researcher engaged directly
with the following organisational actors and roles: Owner/
Sales & Strategy; Founder/Design; Designer; Craftsmen and
Craftswomen; Craftsmen and Craftswomen Manager.

4.1. Roles, Fluidity, and Co-Authorship

The absence of boundaries between the various production
and management departments generates a dynamic and ex-
panding environment in which new production methods are
constantly being implemented.

The company itself describes this setting as a creative Think
Tank Lab, where the creative process acts as the main driver
of production. This organisational model fosters short and
easily traceable development cycles and ensures that employ-
ees at all levels acquire a deep and shared understanding of
the entire production process (Fig. 1).

Observing from above, then exploring production can inspire.
The Atelier, with its in-house production, is also a source of inspi-
ration for future products. (Founder/Design)

Within this context, craft-based design, understood as an
approach to industrial design inspired by craftsmanship,
engages directly with production by appropriating handmade
techniques (Rossi, 2013), illustrating how tradition, embedded
in craft production and processes, can be reinterpreted to give
new meanings for artefacts.

The survey highlighted how the main players in a
creative-productive process, Founder/Designer, Designer,



Craftsmen/Craftswomen, are in constant interaction, forming
a fluid ecosystem (Fig. 2).

showroom [ "offices | production rooms | dryingand T shipping
baking

finishing

L |
Liquid Ecosystem
Legend Legend
< o® %
N ) B \\ L g 3

undefined founder + manager + founder + manager +
boundaries designers employees tools products designers employees tools  products

Figure 1. Atelier Vierkant, Think Tank Laboratory, Bianca  Figure 2. Atelier Vierkant, Liquid Ecosy-
Chiti, 2025. stem, Bianca Chiti, 2025.

This is reflected in an open exchange where each person’s
input becomes inspiration in the creative process, reflected in
a constant reversal of roles between design and manufacture.

Excerpt from fieldnotes:

During the participatory finishing activity, the designer went
down to the production department to discuss the results of a tech-
nique with a craftswoman, evaluating possible changes together.
When asked by the researcher how she defined herself, the crafts-
woman replied that she sometimes considers herself a designer
and sometimes a craftswoman.

This dynamic and self-definition reflects the position of crafts-



manship as co-author and confirms the fluidity of roles and
responsibilities in the practice of design and production.

This also confirms how physical and experimental commit-
ment constitutes a form of knowledge embodied not only in
production but also in the design of new products.

A designer who wants to work with us must first get their hands
dirty, come to the studio, model the clay, and understand what the
material requires. Only then can you design something coherent,
something that makes sense. Sometimes it’s just a line, a propor-
tion that makes the difference. But it’s a line that must start from
the body. (Founder/Design)

The fluidity with which workers define themselves challenges
the traditional division between conception and execution.
Professional roles emerge as dynamic configurations, co-con-
structed in the process, confirming what has already been
highlighted in design through making (Yair et al., 1999).

Over time, the company has evolved from a production-focused
workshop into a design-led enterprise, positioning craftsman-
ship not as a support function but as a strategic asset for a hybrid
leadership model. This transformation highlights how leader-
ship, creative authorship, and market positioning can coexist
within a single, liquid ecosystem where innovation emerges from
proximity, trust, and shared material experience (fig. 3).

This liquid ecosystem challenges traditional organisational
models based on strict role separation, proposing innovation
as a situated, embodied and relational process rather than a
top-down strategic outcome.



A"

Figure 3. Atelier Vierkant, Liquid Ecosystem - discussion over material samples in the designers’ office
area, Belgium.




4.2. Cascade Learning System

Based on the spatial and organisational layout of Atelier Vier-
kant, which demonstrates a close interconnection between de-
partments, defined as a laboratory of creative thinking, exper-
imentation flows freely between different areas, and learning
takes place continuously across disciplinary boundaries. Each
production department is supervised by a craftsman or crafts-
woman manager, whose role is to pass on working techniques
and ensure that practices do not deviate excessively from the
shared standard. This training method, defined by the compa-
ny as the Cascade Learning System, was directly experienced
by the researcher in the action-reflection activity (Fig. 4).

Cascade Learning System ensures the transmission of tacit
knowledge and sensitivity, consolidating intergenerational
know-how.

We want to encourage people not to always get stuck in their
minds, but to let their fingers work and play with the clay, and
then see what happens. And if they become friends with the clay,
then it’s magic. Because that’s when they start to fly.
(Owner/Sales & Strategy)

When considering the process as a whole, techniques are
shaped and customised accordingly (O’Brien & Malafouris,
2024). Learning rooted in tacit knowledge requires not only
observation but, crucially, practice. Transmission relies on
informal and embodied forms: metaphors, gestures, body
language, and even onomatopoeic sounds, which enable the
articulation of rhythm, intensity, and precision.



Cascade Learning System Gl
Example of activities (1 day — finishing room) : -

positioning

activity
adjusting vase height with forklift; removing
protective film.

ethnographic insights

proper height engages the whole body:
ergonomics and technique are inseparable.
activity

cutting excess clay rim with spatula. body as a tool: eyes, arms, chest height. @

ethnographic insights
tactile sense guides the gesture, detecting .
uneven thickness invisible to the eye. adding clay

|

activity

@ body as a tool: wrists, elbows, fingers. . . .
filling holes and depressions, smoothing surface.

ethnographic insights

smoothness is not what “looks” smooth, but what

_ Fools™ smooth controlfs embodled

activity o ) body as a tool: fingers, hand pressure. @
applying decorative finish with individual technique.

ethnographic insights

technique cannot be fully verbalized; it must be
observed and each worker develops a personal fogic. m
activity

@ body as a tool: eyes, hands. )
ensure uniform edge.

ethnographic insights
tacit metaphor: “like driving a car” — gesture

activity

body as a tool: hands, arms, chest height. @
refine and round edges.

ethnographic insights
the thumb becomes an instrument: the body integrates
technical function.

@® body as a tool: thumb.

Figure 4. Example of a Diary of personal activity for the Cascade Learning System, Bianca Chiti, 2025.



The pot should be raised to hip height, so that your back can move
more fluidly, then it’s like driving a car. (She also added sounds
with her mouth to convey the rhythm and intensity to be achieved).
(Craftswomen Manager)

4.3. Autonomy - Belonging - Competence
Excerpt from fieldnotes:

Each employee has their own preferred work tools, kept in their
toolbox and recognisable by signs of wear and tear.

This attachment to tools reveals a deep relationship with the work
and a personal way of using them. (Fig. 5) (Fig. 6)

=

Figure 5. Artisan applying the finishing to a ce- Figure 6. Hands exploring the surface of a plastic

ramic vessel at Atelier Vierkant, Belgium. spatula used in the finishing process, revealing
the intimate interaction between maker and tool,
Atelier Vierkant, Belgium.



Such personalisation, together with individual techniques,

is a tangible sign of embodied knowledge, an expression of
the human hand as an active agent in making (Risatti, 2009),
where the body becomes a central instrument of production
(Malafouris, 2020).

This dimension is also reflected in the products. Although
recognised as mass-produced, each piece has unique features,
within the company, everyone can identify who executed a
finish, based on the weight of the hand or other distinctive
features that are now shared and recognizable. The company
values this dimension to the point of requiring each vase to be
signed with the initials of the person who created the finish.
As suggested by Self-Determination Theory in relation to the
workplace (Deci et al., 2017), the satisfaction of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness promotes well-being and long-
term commitment. At Atelier Vierkant, thanks to a family cul-
ture, this translates into a creative ecosystem where everyone
feels like an interconnected individual, characterised by free-
dom of expression, a widespread sense of pride, and collective
participation.

Every craftsman, every girl who finishes the pieces, puts some-
thing of themselves into it. There is no assembly line. There is the
energy of the hand, of the body. And that is what gives the object
its soul. (Founder/Designer)

Excerpt from fieldnotes:

The Craftswoman manager of the finishing department, who
accompanied the researcher during the participatory activity,



comes from Mexico and showed a strong connection to her work.
During the activity, she spontaneously shared with the research-
er a personal photographic documentation, not requested by the
company, in which she had collected traces of technical improve-
ment over time.

This gesture highlights that her work is not limited to the fulfil-
ment of her duties but extends to continuous personal investment.

The fieldwork illustrates how tradition and shared values be-
come active resources for innovation.

The ability of the company to attract and integrate workers
from 22 different nationalities, some of whom have under-
gone re-skilling processes. In this perspective, the company
not only preserves embodied knowledge but transforms it into
a living, evolving heritage, helping to address two system-

ic challenges: the generation gap and the decline in manual
skills, reinterpreted here as a source of innovation.

5. Conclusion

The results of the Atelier Vierkant case provide insights into
the relationship between design and production within a fam-
ily-industrial-artisan context, showing how roles, methods,
and responsibilities can be redefined through collaborative
practices. The experience confirms that companies can gen-
erate economic value by creating social value and redefining
productivity in the value chain (Woolley, 2011).

In the broader designing-making landscape, the case illus-
trates that the boundary between design and execution can
be fluid, and that craft as a design attitude should not be
regarded as a remnant of the past but as a relevant paradigm



for envisioning new production models in which industry and
craftsmanship co-evolve.

The practical implications concern both the training of de-
signers, who need to reintroduce manual skills as a cognitive
resource, and businesses, which can leverage embodied prac-
tices as a driver of innovation and cultural sustainability. In
this context, the value of creation lies not only in the final
product but in the interconnections between people, tools,
and materials, which offer a perspective for imagining a more
sustainable, culturally rooted, and innovative industry.
Overall, this study proposes that craftsmanship, understood
as a design attitude, acts as a bridge between embodied cog-
nition and strategic/transformative innovation.
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