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Abstract: Modern manufacturing for global markets tends to homogenize material 
culture through its centralized production and divisive production process. In 
contrast, craft practices usually have a strong local identity through their 
application of holistic making practices, context-based knowledge, culturally specific 
responses and community-centred production. This form of locally-based, 
customizable and responsive production is discussed here in terms of its 
relationship to sustainability and as a promising direction for future manufacturing. 
Despite the potentially strong relationship between craft and sustainability, there is 
still only limited research exploring this relationship and how craft can more 
effectively contribute to contemporary industry and life in general. This paper 
begins by developing an understanding of the relationship between craft and 
sustainability. From this, we identify: 1) barriers to craft’s development for 
sustainability, and 2) potential directions to which design can contribute. We then 
provide an analysis of the current state of crafts in the Yangtze River Delta (YRD) 
and identify the challenges and potential for design interventions in this region.  

Keywords: Craft, Sustainability, Design Intervention, The Yangtze River Delta 

1. Introduction  
Craft is a form of production in which culturally significant designs, products and practices can be 

manifested (Jung et al., 2015). The relationship between craft and sustainability has been extensively 

discussed in recent decades and, as a consequence, we are currently seeing a revival of interest in 

traditional craft practices all over the world. Some research has been undertaken in this field; for 

example, proposals for the Interreg Atlantic funding envelope (http://www.atlanticarea.eu/) focus 

on local, cultural practices and traditions.   

The Yangtze River Delta (YRD), the region of interest for this present research, has a long history of 

craft practices, among which, some are recognized as Intangible Cultural Heritage at the 

international, national and provincial levels (see, for example: UNESCO, 2008). However, this region 
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is also one of China’s most developed and highly concentrated industrial areas. The region is 

currently witnessing an emergent interest in creative industries, maker culture and craft revival 

initiatives. Given this, our concern is how to integrate the various elements present in this region – 

excellent crafts, dynamically technological developments, and a growing economy – in order to work 

towards a sustainable future. In particular, we are interested in the potential for design to make 

constructive contributions, including the potential for a renewed relationship between craft and 

industrial manufacturing through the bridging opportunities offered by contemporary technologies.  

This paper attempts to understand the relationship between craft and sustainability, through which 

we identify potential areas for intervention. Initial findings, emerging from analyses of literature, 

suggest four directions that have potential for design intervention. Based on both primary and 

secondary researches, these initial findings: a) provide guidance for scoping the research to examine 

the current status of craft in the YRD, and b) will inform the programme for the in-depth field 

research.  

2. Crafts and Sustainability 
For centuries, craft has been echoing the rhythms of daily life with its rich materiality, deep-rooted 

cultural identity and intrinsic values, such as providing good-quality work, expressing cultural and 

ethical mores and so on. It is generally accepted that craft and craftsmanship are essentially 

consistent with the principles of sustainability. Based on common ideas found in the literature (Lucie-

Smith, 1981; Adamson, 2007, 2010; Dormer, 1997; Risatti, 2007; Sennett, 2008), the principal 

characteristics of craft can be identified as below. 

 Specialized knowledge: this is an essential feature of craft, similar to technique, which is 

also called tacit knowledge (Shiner, 2012, p.236; Sennett, 2008, p.95) or "bodily-

kinaesthetic intelligence" (Metcalf, 1997, pp.74-75);  

 Localization: craft making and production are based on local materials, locally 

appropriate techniques and forms (Adamson, 2010, p.3; Walker, 2006, p.36); 

 Ethics and authenticity: makers working in craft have the freedom to manipulate 

materials and tools, and to engage with the whole process, which is claimed by a 

number of scholars to be an ethical and authentic model for work and life (e.g. Risatti, 

2007, pp.388-399); 

 Continuation of tradition: a craft artefact is an embodiment of culture, custom and 

belief; the skills and knowledge required for its production are traditionally handed 

down from one generation to the next (Lucie-Smith, 1981, p.19). Thus, through both 

objects and practices, there is continuity and an accumulation of meanings related to 

material culture. 

In the field of design for sustainability, there are evolving understandings and visions of 

sustainability, such as the Quadruple Bottom Line (Walker, 2011, p.127), and Transition Design (Irwin, 

2015), which identify the need for a systemic shift in outlook and approaches1. These holistic 

approaches, which resonate with the theory of holism (Kossoff, 2015) and a systemic view of life 

(Capra & Luisi, 2014), share the common concepts of self-organization, interconnectedness, 

                                                                   
1 This important shift results from a growing awareness of a new body of interdisciplinary knowledge based on discoveries 
in frontier science and sociology (Meadows 2008; Kossoff, 2011; Capra and Luisi, 2014; Irwin, 2015). These new theories 
collectively indicate the significant concepts of interconnectedness within ecosystem and social organization. Informed by 
these thoughts, the visions of Design for Sustainability and other approaches are applied to change from mechanistically 
reductionist solutions to more holistic, long-term and systemic ones (Kossoff, 2011; Irwin, 2015). 
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cosmopolitan localization and symbiosis. This vision of sustainable futures asks us to reflect on our 

current lifestyles and suggests a reconstitution of everyday life. It is a direction that also resonates 

with the developing concept of Re-distributed Manufacturing2 in economics and business. These 

ideas and concepts can already be found, to a considerable extent, in traditional craft production. 

Craft’s flexible, localized, customizable form of manufacturing is consistent both with this emergent 

direction and with anticipated megatrends (Prendeville, 2016).  

However, even though there are strong connections between craft and sustainability, there are also 

incompatibilities and contradictions. Overcoming these potential difficulties will be an important 

aspect of any specific proposals for intervention. In light of this, the relationship between craft and 

visons of sustainability can be presented in terms of Accordances and Tensions, as shown in Table 1. 

 

For Table 1, please see the next page 

  

                                                                   
2 Re-distributed Manufacturing is an emerging concept which describes the expected localization of production from large-
scale mass manufacturing plants to smaller-scale production units, largely driven by digital technology (EPSRC, 2013). It is 
anticipated as the megatrend of future forms of manufacturing that will reduce energy and supply chain costs (Prendeville, 
2016). 
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Table 1 The Relationship between Crafts and Sustainability in terms of Accordances and Tensions 
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3. Design Intervention: Inheritance with Innovation  
From the above, craft can be understood as being inherently consistent with the vision of 

sustainability, yet there remain tensions and difficulties. It is necessary to address these so that craft 

can more effectively contribute to the development of a sustainable society. Design has the potential 

to make a difference because it is able to contribute meaningful solutions to multidisciplinary 

problems (Irwin, 2015). Craft conforms to the principles of sustainability in terms of: 

• Localization  

• Eco-effectiveness  

• Resilient systems 

• Contextualized lifestyles.  

These four accordances between craft and sustainability offer a significant lead for design 

intervention, namely: continuation through heritage craftsmanship, culture and tradition. In 

addressing the identified tensions, another three potential directions emerge:  

• Achieve cosmopolitanism by opening up to the world through knowledge exchange;  

• Where appropriate, address productivity concerns through careful use of advanced 

techniques (but without destroying the very things we wish to preserve – good work, 

localism, resilience etc.);  

• Increase economic viability through value creation and developing entrepreneurial 

skills.  

Within these directions, there are many opportunities for design to contribute in terms of product, 

service, communication design and branding, and related design methods. These design 

opportunities can be summarized as inheritance with innovation.  

4. Craft in the Yangtze River Delta (YRD) 
Based on secondary data, as well as observations from site visits, this section briefly introduces the 

current state of crafts in the YRD, and analyzes problems and challenges facing the development of 

crafts in this region.  

4.1 Yangtze River Delta 
The Yangtze River Delta is located on the central eastern coast of China. This region, comprising 

forty-one cities, has grown into one of the most influential metropolitan areas in the world. It plays 

an important role in China’s economic and social development because of its intensively dynamic 

creative industries (Tian et al., 2011). The city of Jingdezhen in Northeast Jiangxi province is included 

in the YRD territory (PGJP, 2016) and appears on YRD tourist board maps. This city has been the 

dominant city in China’s porcelain industry, and has had a huge impact on the history of porcelain 

worldwide. For these reasons, this research will also include the city of Jingdezhen. 
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Figure 1. Location of the YRD in China, drawn by the author. 

4.2 Major Crafts in the Yangtze River Delta  
Crafts in China are mostly recorded and studied in: 1) the field of (Folk) Arts and Crafts (Tang, 2003, 

2006; Zhang, 2009; Hang, 2013; Shi, et al., 2003, pp.99-103); 2) Archaeology and anthropology; 3) the 

intersection between Design and the Cultural and Creative Industries; and 4) the sector of 

“Intangible Cultural Heritage” (ICH) (ICH China, 2011). This current research is based on literature 

and data from these four related fields. In the ICH website list, there are two categories related to 

craft: traditional fine art and traditional craftsmanship, see Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Statistics of Craft Quantity of ICH in YRD, source come from ICH Jiangsu, ICH Zhejiang, ICH Shanghai, ICH Anhui, 
ICH China. 

Being listed as Intangible Cultural Heritage does not necessarily mean these crafts are viable and 

well-protected. In fact, many of them are not used in daily life and some risk extinction, such as the 
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Panjin silk rug and some Hui ethnic crafts (CMP, 2012; CNR,2016). Relatively speaking, utilitarian 

crafts could easily be revitalized and reintroduced into daily life. According to the statistics, among 

about 700 crafts in the YRD that have been recognized as Intangible Cultural Heritage, utilitarian 

object-based crafts fall into two main categories: porcelain and textile (ICH China, UNESCO, ICH 

Jiangsu, ICH Zhejiang, ICH Shanghai, ICH Anhui). Therefore, these two categories are identified as the 

primary subjects for future research and exploration. 

4.3 Forms of Crafts development 
Craft practices have continued into contemporary life in the YRD, but in highly dynamic and diverse 

forms. There is a wide variety of craft development forms in this region: some are historically 

important brands such as Zhang Xiaoquan (张小泉) Scissor Ltd. and Qian Taixiang (乾泰祥) Silk 

Company; some are place-based, specialized craft industries, such as porcelain manufacturing in 

Longquan city and Jingdezhen city; others are companies that integrate traditional crafts into 

modern design, such as Shang Xia Ltd (http://www.shang-xia.com), which produces a wide range of 

products that include apparel, jewellery, homeware, furniture and giftware; some are new initiatives, 

such as the New Channel Gaeml social innovation project (APP: New Channel) and the Near-Far craft 

revival project (http://www.far-near.com). These craft initiatives are dedicated to safeguarding 

traditional crafts from decline and they promote craft communities. Hence, the challenges faced by 

crafts in the YRD are also diverse and dynamic.   

4.4 Problems, Challenges and Opportunities  
Despite China’s excellent history in porcelain and textile manufacturing, these sectors have 

undergone a depression and encountered obstacles for several decades. According to a number of 

authors (Lan, 2009; Wang, 2010; Lu, 2012; Tang, 2013; Xu & Yu, 2014; Liu & Zou, 2014, p.386; An, 

2015), the problems facing the craft industries can be summed up as follows: 

• The portion of everyday use products is limited, especially Longquan Celadon (green-

glazed Chinese ceramics); the potential markets for everyday use crafts have not been 

developed.    

• Rapid consumption results in a shortage of resources and degrades the craft’s intrinsic 

value (craftsmanship, creativity, design, cultural identity etc.) 

• Creativity and originality are not appropriately valued. Most craft techniques lack 

innovation and imagination. 

• Craft innovations are poorly linked to modern technologies, especially digital. (e.g. 

craft-product design, service, etc.); cross-sector collaborations among heritage crafts, 

design, science and technologies are limited and overlooked.  

• Craft academic education is out of line with craft industry; craft education values 

creativity yet devalues technique and craftsmanship, while the craft market values 

material scarcity and technique yet devalues creativity and design. 

However, the YRD is a metropolitan region with a vibrant economy and many creative industries. 

This is also an opportunity for traditional crafts and culture to revitalize and be relevant in everyday 

life and responsive to the region’s advanced technologies and creative industries. How to respond to 

ever-advancing technologies offers a great opportunity to the crafts sector – it could mean crafts 

becoming integrated with advanced technologies or crafts being complementary to advanced 

technologies. 
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5. The Role of Design  

5.1 Potential Directions for Design Intervention 
From initial findings, as discussed in Section 3, the extent of the gap between craft and contemporary 

technology and innovative thinking could be a major issue needing extensive research. Accordingly, 

four potential directions for design intervention in the crafts’ development are identified below: 

• Inheritance of craftsmanship, culture and tradition: passing down place-based 

craftsmanship in terms of materials, skills and the making process is a way to revitalize 

it and reintroduce it into everyday life. In this direction, we should be aware that the 

domain of everyday life (Kossoff, 2015, p. 35) is the key issue, which means 

consideration of contemporary culture, lifestyle, market and other related factors 

should be taken into account. The market and commercialization are very important 

and sensitive issues that need particularly thoughtful intervention. Crafts in the YRD 

are well protected in the form of documentation such as museum displays, digital 

databases and craft archives, but there is a lack of protection for the practices 

themselves and for sustaining production. As a means of safeguarding Intangible 

Cultural Heritage, protection of production is the most recognized but also the most 

complex and controversial (Zhao & Li, 2013). It is very challenging to revitalize 

traditional crafts into commercial productions in ways that are consistent with the 

principles of sustainability.  

• Open up to the world: this direction is supported by Lou (2016), who claims that the 

development of heritage crafts in China should aim for contemporary transformation 

through modern design and engagement with the world. This suggests a need to 

improve the ability of the craft community via updating technology, information 

exchange and international communication. This would expand local craftspeople’s 

knowledge regarding frontier designs and diverse cultures, as well as enhancing their 

global perspectives. Design interventions in this potential direction mainly involve 

service design, interaction and participatory design approaches.      

• Technique and innovation: the issue of craft productivity is an inevitable problem in 

contemporary society, and is also one of the driving forces for crafts entering 

commercial production and everyday life. Recent years have witnessed an 

acceleration of collaborative innovations among making (craft), new technologies and 

entrepreneurial approaches3 (KPMG, 2016). These include: improving and innovating 

traditional crafts by appropriately adopting alternative materials, engineering and 

technologies; improving its efficiency and productivity, yet not compromising its spirit 

and craftsmanship. However, it is significant that there is no evidence showing that 

the quantity of material goods contributes to human well-being; rather that an 

overabundance of commercial products lies at the root of an unsustainable lifestyle 

and people’s unhappiness (Walker, 2014; Davies, 2015). Given that craft production 

can meet basic needs, productivity is not an issue, while improving quality not 

quantity should be prioritized. Meanwhile, there is an experimental trend that 

encourages design for repair and upgrade to prolong a product’s life-span and reduce 

resource consumption (Lockton, 2013; Mead,2015).     

                                                                   
3 These cross-sector collaborations are driven by a series of explorations for opportunities for economic growth in the UK, 
whose impacts are expected to be coherent with the anticipated industrial transformation – the fourth industrial 
revolution. (Schwab, 2016). 

S2926



Craft and Sustainability: Potential for Design Intervention in Crafts in the Yangtze River Delta, China 

 

•  Value creation and developing entrepreneurial skill: values attributed to crafts in the 

YRD are underestimated and need specific renewal and promotion. There are three 

levels of meaning of value: creation-financial, utility and symbolic; and value could be 

created from tangible and intangible assets (Bowman and Ambrosini, 2003; Ernst & 

Young LLP, 2013). Value is not only measured quantitatively (financial and tangible), 

but also qualitatively (utility and intangible), which includes three overlapping areas: 

functional utility (what the product does), economic utility (how much it costs) and 

emotional implication (how it makes people feel and think) (ibid, p.5). First, we need 

to rediscover a craft’s intrinsic values that are based on the craft itself (know-how, 

techniques, materials), as well as its social ethics and cultural identity, so as to re-

appreciate its cultural value, and its meaning to makers, people in the community 

and, potentially, people elsewhere. Second, value creation could be realized by 

exploring the prominent possibilities on a business scale (Dodgson, 2011). The new 

trend of innovation and value creation should rely on mass customization and 

innovative products and services instead of reducing costs and increasing efficiency 

(Hughes, 2013). Compared to Italy, France and the UK, well-known brands and 

trademarks are scarce in crafts in the YRD, and most of those existing in the market 

are not competitive. One possibility, therefore, is to create high-quality brands and 

high-value crafts by developing entrepreneurial skills based on the principles of value 

creation. 

5.2 Areas of Design Intervention 
Design has evolved from designing single products to focusing on interaction, systems and activities. 

Within the spectrum of the four orders of design: graphics, products, interaction and systems 

(Buchanan, 2001, pp.3-23), craft as a human-centred object and activity can be supported by each of 

these. There are overlaps within these four stages that result in several related factors: production, 

market and promotion (strategy). Accordingly, and referencing the four potential directions in 

Section 4.1, detailed propositions for using design methods and strategies to intervene in the 

development of crafts in the YRD are proposed at multiple levels, and presented in Table 2 below. 

• Product level: Walker (2016) loosely classifies product design into three categories: 1) 

traditional crafts, which are worthy, enduring, bear significant meaning, and slow to 

change; 2) industrial design, which is design for mass production, dependent on 

technology and homogeneity; and 3) design-maker, which is a creative product model 

emerging with contemporary materials, culture and technologies. Potentially, 

traditional craft can be modified by the other two categories. Traditional 

craftsmanship could be combined with creativity that relates to contemporary 

sensibilities in order to produce timely products to meet contemporary needs. In 

addition, design interventions in craft could address issues of material shortage; new 

craft product designs could reduce the amount of non-renewable materials and 

increase the use of renewable materials through creative solutions and new 

development of biotech materials. 

• Production level: here there are two aspects for design intervention: 1) developing a 

re-distributed manufacturing model (local resources, local and global consumption, 

local production workshops) (Prendevile, 2016); and 2) valuing the making process 

within place-based workshops, and to some extent, integrating making and 

consuming. Through the act of making, the new ‘prosumer’ (i.e. the person who 

becomes involved in the design and customization of products to meet their specific 
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need) can foster a stronger connection with the craft being made (Kohtala & Hyysalo, 

2015) and therefore a longer product lifespan can be expected and emotional values 

can be created. 

• Promotion level: creating crafts’ popularity through storytelling and visualizing the 

craftsmanship, revealing the local cultural contexts and historical landscapes; 

visualizing information about the YRD to reveal the current situation and any gaps to 

the municipal government for policy and financial support; effectively reusing and 

renovating historic buildings and sites. 

• Market level: targeting markets from the high, middle and low ends, from the local, 

domestic to the international, from the mass to the niche. Here, each level of the 

market would require valuable products that integrate craftsmanship with 

contemporary creativity. Market value standards could be based on the degree of: 1) 

inheriting traditional techniques and materials, and 2) innovating techniques, 

materials and design. To realize these directions, there would be a need to establish 

standards of entry for the domestic market. Another approach to open untapped 

markets would be to develop customized and bespoke artefacts that could raise the 

crafts’ market values.  

• Education level: increasing and expanding collaborations between universities and 

industries; reviving apprenticeships inside and outside the academic education 

system; transdisciplinary collaboration and open innovation between science, 

engineering, business, craft and design; creating maker-spaces within and outside 

universities. 
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Table 2. Potential Areas of 1) design intervention in YRD & 2) critical reflection implications for craft  

 
Continue with the next page 

S2929



XIAOFANG ZHAN, STUART WALKER, RICARDO HERNANDEZ-PARDO, MARTYN EVANS 

 

 

 

 

6. Conclusions 
From the potential design interventions above, it is found that the development of crafts can be 

regarded as a craftsmanship-centred comprehensive system that places value creation at its core. 

Craftsmanship, innovation, technology and knowledge exchange are the key factors to be considered 

within this interrelated system. These directions require critical reflection and deeper consideration 

informed by additional, context-related primary research carried out in the YRD itself. Notably, each 

factor can affect every other level in terms of the product’s production, market, policy support and 
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education. This discussion has also revealed that there could be benefits to trans-sector collaboration 

between traditional crafts and digital and material technologies. This is one possibility for revitalizing 

crafts towards a sustainable future – but, potentially, such a direction could destroy many of those 

aspects of craft practices and craft products that are of most value. Consequently, any such 

directions need to be critically reviewed and require very careful, context-based considerations. 

This paper has contributed to the current discourse on the development of crafts, and offered four 

potential directions and corresponding propositional suggestions for design interventions related to 

the craft sector. Based on the literature review and the author’s insights and observations, these 

findings and propositions offer a framework for shaping the next in-depth field research in the YRD, 

and will be examined and validated in the process.   
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