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A Simple Guide

Understanding Seam Allowance
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Every garment needs seam allowancea??ita??s a crucial part of garment
construction. Sometimes ita??s already included in the pattern; other times, it
may need to be added, especially when working with a self-drafted pattern or
after making adjustments.

Seam allowance is the extra fabric added around the edges of a pattern
piece. It creates space between the stitching line and the cutting line (or the
edge of the fabric).
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However, seam allowance isna??t just there to join pieces of fabric
togethera??it plays a big role in how a pattern fits, functions, and holds up
over time. Having enough seam allowance strengthens seams, helping
prevent them from unraveling or weakening with frequent wear and washing.
It can also make the sewing process easier by providing space for handling
during stitching and for applying finishing techniques. Plus, it allows for
adjustmentsa??especially in areas like waistbands and side
seamsa??offering flexibility to refine the garment for a better fit.

So, how do you know how much seam allowance to add around a pattern
piece? Hopefully, this simple guide will help!

Common seam allowances

The width of the seam allowance can vary depending on several factors,
including the fabric type, seam finish, positioning, the strength needed for the
seam, as well as the construction method. While standard seam allowances
typically range from 1cm (3/8a73) to 1.5cm (5/847%), they can be as narrow as
0.6cm (1/4&73) or extend several centimetres, especially for hems.

Therea??s no hard-and-fast rule or one-size-fits-all approach to seam
allowance. It can really be a bit of a mixed baga??some of it comes down to
the designer, where theya??re based, or even what they were taught. A lot of
it also comes down to personal preference.

Below, 1a??Il walk you through some of the most common seam allowances
and when each is likely to be appropriate.

Factors to consider when selecting seam allowance

Before deciding how much seam allowance to use, | recommend considering
the following:

e Fabric type: Are you working with a particularly heavy, lightweight, or
delicate fabric? Is the fabric prone to fraying?
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e Type of seam: Are you sewing a standard straight seam or something
with a curve?

e Sewing method: Is the seam open, closed, or bagged out? Will you be
overlocking the edges, or using a more specialised edge finish like a
French seam? Are you inserting a zipper?

e Location: Is the seam in a high-stress areaa??such as the
crotcha??where movement and friction could put extra strain on the
fabric?

e Fit adjustments: Is the seam is in an area where you might want to make
future alterations, like a waistband or hem?

e Bulk management: Is the seam at a bulky junction, such as the crotch or
underarm?

Tip: For extra guidance, head to your wardrobe and pull out a few garments.
Turn them inside out to see what seam allowances were used and what edge
finishes they allowed for.

0.6cm (1/4a?3) seam allowance

Leta??s start with the narrowest! While it may seem small, a seam allowance
of 0.6cm (1/447?3) is ideal for certain situations:

e Bagged-out areas: In bagged-out areasa??such as collars and collar
standsa??a smaller seam allowance helps reduce bulk and creates a
cleaner finish. Since these seams are fully enclosed, therea??s also less
risk of fraying. As shown in the example below, the sides and outer edge
of the collar can use a smaller seam allowance (top diagram), as
theya??Il be turned to the inside or a??bagged outa?? (bottom diagram).
The lower edge, however, features a larger seam allowance, as it will be
attached to the collar stand or neckline.
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e Curved seams: Curved seamsa??such as necklinesa??are often easier
to sew and manipulate with a smaller seam allowance, reducing the need
for excessive clipping.

e Fine or delicate fabrics: Lightweight and sheer fabrics can benefit from a
smaller allowance that keeps the garment neat, lightweight and smooth,
while helping to maintain its drape.

1cm (3/847?3) seam allowance

A 1lcm (3/8a7%) seam allowance is a common and versatile choice, suitable
for various seams. It works well for:

e Standard seams: Think side seams, shoulder seams, panel lines, crotch
seams, or waistbands. This allowances provides enough room for a
clean, secure finish without adding unnecessary bulk.

e Curved seams: For curved seams, such as armholes or princess seams,
a 1cm (3/8a73) seam helps create smoother curves and reduce bulk
when clipped and notched.

e Overlocked/serged seams: A good choice when seams are overlocked
closed.
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e Bagged out areas: A 1cm (3/847%) seam allowance is also suitable for
enclosed seams, such as collars or facings. As shown in the diagram
below, ita??s sometimes easier to start with a wider seam allowance and
then trim it down. The fabric choice and personal preference can help
guide which approach works best.
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e Invisible zippers: Since invisible zippers are sewn close to the zipper
teetha??often using a special invisible zipper foota??a 1cm
(3/8a73) seam allowance works well. It can be helpful to align the zipper
tape with the cutting line (or fabric edge) for accurate placement.
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1.2 to 1.3cm (1/2a7?¢) seam allowance

|a??ve sewn a variety of indie patterns over the years and have come across
both 1.2cm and 1.3cm (1/24?¢) seam allowances, so 1a??ve grouped them
together here.

1.2cm was the standard seam allowance | was taught when | studied fashion
design in Australia. However, these days, | often use 1.3cm as it gives just a
little bit more room and works well with my machine.

Sure, we are only talking about a millimetre difference, but both options serve
a similar purpose: they strike a nice balance between strength, ease of
sewing, and minimal bulk. | tend to treat them as fairly interchangeable.

The applications for a 1.24?71.3cm (1/247?¢) allowance are similar to those for
1cm (3/8a7?):

e Standard seams: Both 1.2cm and 1.3cm (1/2&7?¢) work well for side
seams, shoulder seams, panel lines, crotch seams, or waistbands,
providing a clean, secure finish without extra bulk.

e Overlocked/serged seams: Works well for overlocked seams (closed or
open).

e Bagged out areas: Like collars, necklines, facings, or lined
garmentsa??where it might be easier to start with this allowance before
trimming it down.

e Invisible zippers: The extra millimetres give you a bit more room, which
can be helpful when you prefer additional fabric beyond the zipper tape
or if your pattern requires it.

1.5cm (5/8a473) seam allowance

A 1.5cm (5/8a73) seam allowance is another common and standard option. |
come across this allowance more often when working with commercial
sewing patterns (e.g., McCalla??s, Simplicity, Vogue).

Here are some of the key uses for this allowance:Standard seams:
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e Standard seams: This allowance works well for standard seams that
involve straight stitching, like side seams and shoulder seams. It also
provides a bit of extra space for minor fitting adjustments later on.

e Overlocked/serged seams: A good choice when seams are overlocked
open.
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e Standard zippers: Unlike invisible zippers, ita??s helpful to have a little
more space when inserting standard zippers. A 1.5cm (5/8473) seam
allowance provides extra room to fold the fabric back and topstitch neatly,
if needed.

e Bound seams: This finish involves encasing raw edges with bias binding.
The added seam allowance makes it easier to handle while sewing and
ensures the raw edges are fully enclosed while stitching accurately.
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e French seams: French seams enclose the raw edges within the seam
itself, creating a clean finish. They are sewn in two steps: first with the
wrong sides together, then with the right sides together. In the diagram
below, a 1.5cm (5/8a473) seam allowance provides enough room to firstly
sew a seam at 0.6cm (1/447¢), before trimming back to 0.3cm (1/8a479),
folding the fabric back, and stitching the second seam at 0.9cm (3/8a73),
fully enclosing the raw edges.
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e Flat-felled seams: This finish tucks raw edges inside the seam,
commonly used in jeans and shirts. The diagram below illustrates how a
wider seam allowance provides enough room to sew at 1.5cm (5/8479),
trim one side down to 0.6cm (1/447?¢), and then fold the larger seam
allowance in half to fully enclose the smaller one.
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2cm (3/4a7?¢) seam allowance

While not as common, a 2cm (3/4a7?¢) seam allowance can be useful in
specific situations or when working with certain fabrics. For example:

Exposed zippers: These zippers, placed on the outside of the garment,
benefit from extra seam allowance. It makes insertion easier, helps with
topstitching neatly, and ensures a clean finish.

Heavy/thick fabrics: For fabrics like denim, canvas, or other heavyweight
materials, a larger seam allowance adds strength and stability. It also
makes handling easier, reduces bulk when pressing seams open, and
ensures durable construction.

Fit adjustments: If adjustments may be needed in the future, a wider
seam allowance provides extra flexibilitya??especially at the waist, hips,
or bust. This is often used in tailored or custom-made garments, like
jackets or pants, where precise fitting is crucial.

French seams: While 1.5cm (5/847?¢) is usually sufficient, a 2cm (3/447?)
seam allowance can be helpful, particularly with lightweight or delicate
fabrics. The extra room makes handling that little bit easier, and the seam
allowance can always be trimmed down.

Seam allowance for hems

Leta??s not forget hemsa??they require extra allowance to turn the fabric up
neatly. How much to add depends on the desired look and how the edge will
be finished. Here are a few common approaches:

Single fold hem: For a basic finish (like overlocking the edge and folding
it up once), simply add the amount needed for the turn up. For example,
if you want a 3cm (1 1/4a7?+) hem, thata??s the amount to be added.

Double rolled hem: These involve two folds, so both need to included in
the hem allowance. For example:
o A small rolled hem might turn up by 0.6cm (1/4a7?¢), then again by
1cm (3/847?+) = total hem allowance 1.6cm (5/8a7¢)
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o A deeper hem could turn up 1cm (3/8a?+), then another 3cm (1 1/44?
¢) = total hem allowance 4cm (1 1/2a%?s).
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Tip: Dona??t forget to true your seam lines including hems after adding
allowances. If you need help, check out my two-part tutorial 4??Checking,
Blending, and Truing Your Sewing Patternsa?? for step-by-step guidance.

Seam allowance plays a big part in how your garment comes togethera??it
affects the fit, strength, and how easy it is to sew. There is no one-size-fits-all
rule, but once you get a feel for it, youa??ll figure out what works best for you
depending on the fabric, the finish, and your own sewing style. Over time,
youa??ll likely settle into your own go-to seam allowances for different
projects.
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