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Abstract

Traditional Iranian handicrafts embody indigenous knowledge and cultural capital, yet within contemporary
markets, they face challenges regarding design innovation and sustainable framing. The present study
investigates Baloch embroidery through a design thinking lens to identify and operationalize sustainable
design value indicators within a specific local context. The research questions are as follow: Which value
indicators define sustainable design in Baloch embroidery, and how can these indicators be reinforced through
a participatory design process? In order to answer the questions, a qualitative case study was conducted using
field observations and semi-structured interviews with 28 Baloch artisans and entrepreneurs. Open and axial
coding produced fourteen value indicators across four dimensions—economic—social, cultural and local
knowledge transmission, environmental, and aesthetic—innovative—which informed a co-creative design
workshop and the development of five prototype products. The findings indicate that integrating value
indicators into iterative design thinking cycles simultaneously enhances cultural, social, and aesthetic
outcomes. Five conceptual principles—authenticity, participation, material sensitivity, narrative, and
continuity—emerged as regulatory mechanisms guiding the design process. This study contributes a value-
based, context-sensitive model for sustainable design development in Baloch embroidery, with insights
interpreted within the examined cultural setting. The proposed model re-conceptualizes design thinking by
shifting its organizing logic from problem-solving to value negotiation, positioning indigenous knowledge
and artisan agency as foundational rather than peripheral to the design process. The results further highlight
the potential of co-creative methodologies in bridging the gap between traditional craft practices and
contemporary design demands. These findings suggest that sustainable design frameworks developed through
embedded participatory fieldwork may offer more culturally coherent pathways for craft innovation than top-
down methodological transfers.
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Introduction

Contemporary attitudes regard traditional handicrafts not merely as relics but as dynamic systems
that embody indigenous knowledge, materialized skills, and organized production practices. Within
the discourse of sustainable development, these crafts can generate economic, social, and cultural
value. In Iran, ethnic diversity and geographic variation have generated a spectrum of skill traditions
with a rich cultural capacity; yet their design articulation and alignment with contemporary market
mechanisms remain limited. Baloch embroidery occupies a distinct position within this landscape,
characterized by intricate motifs, vibrant colors, and compositional rules, developed primarily
within women’s domestic spheres. Its persistent repetition, limited responsiveness to contemporary
consumer preferences, and the absence of sustainability-oriented design frameworks constrain
market viability. Design thinking, as a problem- and user-centered approach offers a pathway for
reconfiguring product development. The approach emphasizes on empathy, problem definition,
ideation, and iterative development. However, its application to handicrafts necessitates adaptation
to local knowledge structures and cultural sensitivities. This study examines how design thinking
can operationalize sustainable design value indicators in Baloch embroidery while preserving
cultural authenticity. The ultimate goal of the study is to propose a context-specific model
integrating empirical insights with the local cultural fabric.

Materials and Methods

A qualitative applied case study was carried out in Zahedan using purposive sampling. The study
participants of the study consisted of 22 artisans and six entrepreneurs, each with a minimum of
five years of professional experience and demonstrated familiarity with Baloch symbolic motifs.
Data were gathered through document review, participatory observation in local workshops, and
semi-structured interviews. The process of data collection proceeded until theoretical saturation
was achieved. The analytical process was guided by grounded theory. Through open and axial
coding, 14 sustainable design value indicators were derived and grouped into four dimensions:
socio-economic, cultural knowledge transmission, environmental, and aesthetic—innovative. To
strengthen reliability, two researchers coded the data independently and reconciled discrepancies
through discussion. Member checking further reinforced the credibility of the findings. The
research team then convened a five-day co-creation workshop with three designers and five female
Baloch artisans. During the sessions, participants translated the identified indicators into five
prototype products. A five-member expert panel assessed the prototypes, assigning scores on a ten-
point scale for each indicator.

Results

Analysis of qualitative data revealed four interrelated dimensions of value including: economic—
social (income generation, women’s employment, market access, participatory production); cultural
and knowledge transmission (contextuality, ethnic identity, creative expression, intergenerational
learning); environmental (use of natural resources, low-waste production, home-based practices,
product longevity); and aesthetic—innovative (women’s creativity, mental patterning, color
interplay, technical skill, contemporary reinterpretation). Evaluation of prototypes demonstrated
differentiated performance across products: Hutak and Roch achieved the highest overall scores,
with Hutak excelling in the aesthetic—innovative and environmental dimensions, and Roch
performing strongest in the cultural dimension. The observed patterns showed that certain
products simultaneously strengthened multiple value dimensions, highlighting the effectiveness of
iterative value-centered design interventions.

Discussion

High scores in products with explicit cultural narratives underscore the role of storytelling in
perceived value and cultural sustainability, consistent with prior research on translating traditional
culture into user experience. Collaborative design enhanced aesthetic and innovative value, with
designers acting as facilitators and artisans contributing tacit knowledge, thereby improving the
quality of the final products. Environmental awareness emerged through culturally meaningful
material choices rather than solely technical measures. Interrelations between cultural and socio-
economic value highlight the role of women’s embroidery in sustaining livelihoods and preserving
local knowledge. Maintaining traditional production methods ensures intergenerational continuity
and reinforces the intrinsic value of the design process, supporting the integration of cultural,
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technical, and narrative dimensions. Overall, the study demonstrates the applicability of a context-
specific, value-centered design framework, emphasizing practical relevance over statistical
generalizability.

Conclusion

This research proposes a value-oriented framework for sustainable design in Baloch embroidery,
integrating local knowledge with design thinking. Fourteen indicators across socio-economic,
cultural-knowledge, environmental, and aesthetic—innovative dimensions provide a structured
basis for decision-making within design processes. Iterative, participatory application enabled
simultaneous product innovation and cultural continuity. Active involvement of female artisans
positioned them not only as producers but also as knowledge carriers and co-decision-makers. Five
guiding principles—authenticity, participation, material sensitivity, narrative, and continuity—
function as regulatory mechanisms throughout all stages of design. The study offers a contextually
grounded model for sustainable design in traditional handicrafts, demonstrating the potential of
value-centered approaches to reconcile innovation with cultural preservation.
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Figure 2. The process of motif designing, embroidery and metal cutting. a) Motif design, b) execution of
Baloch embroidery, c) Silver metal cutting process
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Figure 11. Mean Scores of the Five Products Based on Value Indicators
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Figure 12. Comparison of the four dimensions of sustainable design value across the five Baloch embroidery
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Figure 13. Sustainable Design Development Model Based on the Design Thinking Approach
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