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Abstract: The existence of a gap between art, design and craft has been

addition a participatory approach was used to involve participants in

historically argued. This argument has distanced theory from practice and

the research process. Analysis shows the existence of design elements

has demeaned knowledge situated in the experience of tailors. The aim

in the craftsmanship of tailors. These elements are present through out

of this research is to explore and describe the elements that can reveal

the iterative process of design. They reveal actions and attitudes used

the existence of design thinking, design practice and concept of design in

by tailors to construct knowledge about the user, the process and the

the craftsmanship of tailors in Bogota. The study describes the ideation/

design existent in the craft of tailoring. The creation of a design space

creation process present in this craftsmanship and acknowledges the

where ethical and aesthetical criteria are used to unravel desires and

existence of a complete design process done by tailors. The study used

expectation. Finally, the craft of tailoring goes beyond the repetition of

a comparative case study design to explore and describe the elements

sewing patterns or predetermined movements and gestures preformed

that reveal an iterative design process. For each case analysis, synthesis,

by the tailor. Its nature enables an understanding of design at the

projection and communication were compared to identify patterns. In

convergence of ethical, aesthetical and technical attitudes.
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Introduction

and informal knowledge. This is a consequence of the rupture between

Crafts are usually associated to constructing knowledge by following

knowledge as the only true one.

logical education and intuitive education, which establishes the certified

certain rules and instructions. A deviation from these rules can cause
deficiencies in the final product (Cross, 1995). However, since the coming

The prevalence of this model separates the concepts of craft and project,

of the Industrial Age, it is held that every act of creation has features of

since it associates the idea of project exclusively with rational activities that

ideation and thinking, which indicate a creative capacity behind such

shape facts (objects, services, events) guided by a concerted technique

actions. This aroused the researcher’s interest to look for elements of

(Mallol, 2007). This evidences a conflict between instrumentality and

design thinking in craft activities.

reflection, in which the relation between thinking and doing is neglected.
For that reason, this study found in the tailor profession an ideal scenario

In Colombia, there are 1.200.000 artisans currently registered in

to comprehend the intellectual activity behind material production,

Artesanías de Colombia S.A. (Crafts of Colombia), a national organization

considering that it is a work based on a thinking model committed to

that promotes this cultural and economic activity. This association

human relationships, a characteristic of design.

aims at strengthening competitiveness in international markets, hence
approaching the crafts sector only under a productive and commercial

The identification of design elements in tailoring can provide insights on its

perspective, and forgetting its contribution to the cultural system.

creative processes. With that purpose, this study was led by the following
research question: Which are the elements that provide evidence of design

On the other hand, Artesanías de Colombia S.A. accounts only for

concept, design thinking and design practice in tailoring in contemporary

300.000 craft direct producers, 17% of whom do not have any formal

Bogota? Likewise, to recognize crafting as a social practice related to design

training and only 3% have access to higher education. Besides the

thinking, the following questions arose: how is knowledge generated in

informality of their learning and production processes, many artisans

this activity?, how is conceptual originality produced in it?, can anything be

experience social exclusion, which reinforces the schism in the Colombian

learnt about a craft by understanding how it is done?, are there any signs

crafts sector between institutionalized knowledge endorsed by the State

that indicate design thinking behind crafting?
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The main objective of this study was to identify elements involved
in tailoring that reflected a complete design process (Jonas, 2007)
regulated by practices of handling (Ræbild, 2014). Among such practices
are touch gestures, space control, negotiations in creation, and even
user’s desires interpretation; all of them as ways to develop a design
process in tailoring. This reveals a commitment to create via different
methodological approaches (direction, manufacturing, management and
negotiation) that reformulate the thinking doing relationship.
Figure 1. Interview with tailor. Photo: Daniel Velandia.

Theoretical Approach
A constructivist approach was adopted in this research study, considering
the cognitive, social and affective features of a person as resulting from
the sum of his/her personal experiences. In such way, artisans are seen
as builders of their own knowledge who relate their life experiences
with their creations. In other words, project ideas arise from living
experiences, with an anticipative notion that identifies the desired result
and the means to achieve it (Boutinet, 1990). For that reason, some
particular situations of tailoring were taken into account for this study,
specifically, those which stimulated knowing, doing and being, i.e.,
concepts, procedures and attitudes.
Knowledge was understood from a doing perspective, since it is
constructed while working (Aicher, 2001). Therefore, special attention

was given to the making process and its forms of knowledge. From a
design approach, crafting was conceived as a form of knowledge based
on doing, in which theory and practice are articulated in one interaction,
given that every action entails knowledge. This allows to distinguish
certain logical patterns in the actions that build knowledge (Aicher, 2001).
The presence of a rationality of doing integrates learning and knowledge
production as a human ability.
On the other hand, design was regarded as a human ability that
comprises problem structuring and solving through the definition of
specific situations in the form of representations (Visser, 2006). During
humankind evolution, design has been used to face adversity and to
shape a material culture at the same time. This has been possible by
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constructing representations or created realities as a way to transform all
natural states into desired states (Simon, 1996).
Design was understood as a decisive factor for living, since it provides
answers based on decisions that enhance the human capacity to construct
reality (Heskett, 2002). Design is a cyclic process of action purposefully
directed to allow knowledge development (Dewey, 1986). With this in
mind, the argument that separates thinking (as meditation) from acting
(as operation) remains obsolete, because knowledge construction stems
from the interaction of both during real challenging situations.
Consequently, this study recognizes a thinking process in the selection of
adequate means to accomplish an expected goal. Improving a condition
is the main motivation to think, design and produce knowledge (Jonas,
2007). Regarding knowledge acquisition, Visser (2010) states that,
through experience, an ability to problem–solve is developed by using
creativity, interpretation and simulation. This capability can be observed
in crafting when the context is recognized, methods are applied and
theoretical and technical knowledge is implemented.

Methods
As mentioned before, the purpose of this research was to identify design
features present in the ideation and creation processes of tailoring. To do
so, the study was conducted in two phases. The first one implied applying
participative design strategies to empathize with the participants. The
second phase was about searching for design processes involved in
tailoring by means of a cross–case study.
Firstly, the creative processes of five tailors in Bogota were examined
simultaneously. For that purpose, three participative design strategies
were developed. They were aimed at differentiating features of the
design procedures described by Visser (2006). These strategies led to
devising a series of maps to describe the tailors’ creative processes, the
individuals involved, and the characteristics of their creations. Finally,
three maps were designed for each of the participants —actors map,
processes map and problems map— as strategic results of approaching
the tailors.
Based on this information, a pattern transversal analysis was carried
out through a cross–case study. Repetitive patterns were compared
and a design process was discovered in each participant. During this
comparison, three qualitative instruments were used for data collection:
semi–structured interviews, observations and evidence collection.
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First, the tailors were interviewed; then, observations and evidence
collection were conducted during workshop labor, which often takes
place in a teamwork context.
Secondly, the analysis phase was implemented by creating codes and
categories to make sense of the obtained data (Merriam, 1998). Data
derived from the participative design strategies and the qualitative
instruments were categorized according to continuous comparison
criteria (Glaser and Straus, 1967). Although this categorization was
an intuitive process, it was systematic and grounded in the purpose

Figure 2. Devising maps to describe the creative processes. Photo: Daniel Velandia.

of the study, since the analytic categories were established according
the iterative generation of design theoretical model proposed by
Jonas (2007). In this model, the design phases (analysis, synthesis,
projection, communication) are related to the design learning process

Findings

(research, analysis, synthesis, production), providing features to

First, it was found that there is design concept in tailoring by means of

identify design processes.

self–perception and acknowledgement criteria. Even though tailors do
not see themselves as designers, descriptions of their own work include

Furthermore, a grounded theory approach developed by Glaser and

particular aspects of design. This defies the professional hierarchy that

Straus (1967) was adopted, so that the findings and the existent

locates designers above artisans, because artisans reveal an effort to

theory were compared periodically. The particularities of each creative

study and refine their knowledge. However, tailors consider themselves

process were examined in relation to the theoretical framework.

outside the design professional field because of their lack of certified

Accordingly, facts, details and frequent topics were analyzed to

education. Their statements unveil lack of acknowledgement for their

identify specific concepts of design process. This helped to determine

work and expertise in their craft.

elements of design concept, design thinking and design practice in the
tailor’s work.

461

Second, evidence proves that there is design thinking in tailoring. This
reveals a learning process based on the construction of knowledge
through experience. Knowledge is also constructed through an action–
reflection–action process to solve a problematic situation. Tailors face
this kind of situations by playing the role, first, of a consultant who assess
the problem and suggests a possible solution, and second, of a leader
who guides and supervises the development of the solution. Information
given by the user to enrich the tailor’s creation is also important, because
it provides insights on mistakes, difficulties and solutions that were part
of a previous attempt to solve the problem.
Third, when studying the way in which tailors organize information during
their ideation–creation process, there appeared a pattern related to the
design generic model of Jonas (2007), which revealed a complete design
process behind tailoring. This was found specifically in the ideation–
creation process of a suit. First, there is an analysis phase in which
empathic dialogues (Raijmakers, 2009) are established between user and
tailor. These dialogues are a combined strategy of ideation and creation
based on concepts about the body, taste and fashion. Here, experience
and intuition about the body are essential for the product completion
(Montagna and Morais, 2014). For that reason, a process of empathic
observation (Raijmakers, 2009) takes place to read and interpret
empirically the particular body traits of the user.

Figure 3. Making a empathic dialogue about user profile. Photo: Camilo Rodríguez Peralta.
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Figure 4. Creation process in tailoring craft as a design process. Diagram: Camilo Rodríguez Peralta.
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As a result, expert observations are made regarding the user’s postures,
taste and expectations about the suit. These observations are guided by a
examination of the user that considers the body as a problem to solve, in
which tailors have to determine body categories, restrictions, strategies,
and alternatives. That is how a characterization of the user is outlined
based on judgment construction, and then, a first phase of conceptual
design occurs. In this phase, principles, possible solutions and design
functions are determined (Roozenburg and Eekels, 1995). Ultimately,
these considerations become more accurate when ponderable data are
obtained from a body measurement, so that decisions in the creation

Figure 5. Seeing creation process with hands. Photo: Camilo Rodríguez Peralta.

process can be more precise.
Afterwards, there is a projection phase in which visual tests are
conducted. This procedure is a negotiation in which the suit is defined by
testing supplies, examining inspirational references, trying on garments,
and evaluating fashion styles; all of this, to gain a more detailed
characterization of the user. To this effect, a user profile is developed
according to the user’s reactions, commentaries, suggestions, attitudes
and morphology observed during the negotiation. At this stage, tailor and
user work together to find a definite idea for the creation of the suit. In
the end, this idea will be pervaded by different factors such as fashion,
user’s taste and tailor’s suggestions.
Finally, there is a synthesis phase that starts with the product
manufacturing. The process of interpreting the user’s characteristics

Figure 6. Improvisation on dummy a handling practice. Photo: Camilo Rodríguez Peralta.
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ends with the making of the suit by the tailor’s expert hand. Here,
the power of experience (Verstijnen et al., 1998) allows the direct
stroke over the textile material and the subsequent three–dimensional
configuration of a piece of clothing. These activities are part of a series
of handling practices, which are manual and corporal strategies used
to design (Ræbild, 2014). These strategies are regulated by certain
criteria considered in maquette making, testing, prototyping and
product finishing.
In tailoring, handling practices require understanding the product
through control and manual–corporal direction (Ræbild, 2014). Thus,
an interaction between the body and the mannequin takes place
through actions seeking for better options regarding the body. These
actions are enhanced by the experience reflection, in which strategic
details are assimilated to shape a user’s profile. Interaction with the
mannequin allows to replace the body and form representations
for the product’s asessment. These practices are strongly related to
normative procedures of inspiration, sketching, and decision–making
that Dieffenbacher (2013) associates with the fashion design process.
Figure 7. Product manufacturing (Before - After). Photo: Camilo Rodríguez Peralta.

It is worth mentioning that tailor masters perform design processes
with a high level of expertise, in which knowledge is constructed to
understand complex situations. This expertise allows manufacturing
and assessment of the product at the same time by means of
perception, formulation and detailed deciphering of the body,
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considered as a wicked problem. This is possible due to a creation
process that recognizes the unique possibilities of each body and user.
In a sense, tailors rely on their hands to draw lines, silhouettes, details
and volumes that describe their own bodies and those of the users. This
strategy is motivated by the awareness of future body changes, mobility,
comfort and appearance. That is how the tailor’s hands reveal what has
not happened in the body yet, indicating a projection stage particular of
design processes.
Undoubtedly, reflection and action in tailoring are guided by established
principles, individual preferences and consideration of overcome
circumstances. Each of these factors promotes a high degree of expertise
to identify problematic situations and figure out possible solutions. In
fact, the planning is already internalized and drives the design phases
of analysis, synthesis and projection. Furthermore, every action in the
process is reflected upon to solve specific issues. This is achieved by
establishing criteria to build empathic relations with the users, based
on methodological approaches that consider experience as a means to
materialize design.

Figure 8. Materialize design as a tailoring suit. Photo: Camilo Rodríguez Peralta.
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Conclusions

a designer are implemented. The tailor’s ability to describe, evaluate and

The purpose of this study was to describe elements that provided

structure, sense and meaning to different stimuli interpreted as problems,

evidence of design concept, design thinking and design practice in the

needs or opportunities that require understanding.

work of five tailors in Bogota by using a cross–case study. Participants
designed and manufactured a suit. Then, they shared their opinions,
criteria, and experiences about design concept, design thinking and
design process. A grounded theory approach was adopted so that data
were analyzed by categories and compared with theoretical references
according to each category.
This research study addressed an aspect of design that acknowledges
the cultural value of the activities and ideas originated in the imagination
of non–formal designers. Consequently, this study is an effort to
acknowledge design carried out outside formal spheres in which only the
performance of certified designers is taken into account. Through this
effort, projective strategies that reveal a design process behind tailoring
were identified, and design was conceived as a cognitive capacity for
decision–making and representation in an ideation process.

modify reality can be considered as a design ability, specially, when it gives

The latter is a proof of the human design capacity to structure and
develop daily life complexities (Potter, 1999). It is necessary to raise
awareness of “others” capacity to deal with their own specific issues. In
this way, otherness turns into a supply to understand design expressions
in contexts different from the designer’s. This study shows how tailors
control their own world by creating representations to transform reality.
Finally, it is worth noting that expertise plays a dynamic role in
design process by generating theoretical and empirical possibilities to
assimilate design in non–formal practices. In this case, lived experience
becomes a new element of design added to the usual ones (sketching,
prototyping, photographing, etc.). Thus, it is necessary to develop a
deeper comprehension of the instrumental role of the designer’s body
in design thinking.

Tailoring should be considered as a field where reflection and action occur
in the same place at the same time. Thus, the ideation–creation process of
tailors is by definition a design process, in which reflection and action are
not separated, and the mental and physical sensitivities characteristic of
467
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