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In the � rst of her new monthly columns, � e Great British Sewing Bee's sewing 
consultant Claire Louise Hardie shares her advice on choosing the right pattern size

The Thrifty Stitcher

WHY PATTERN SIZES ARE DIFFERENT
� e most important thing to remember about 
sewing from commercial patterns is that the 
sizing is very di� erent to high-street, ready-
to-wear sizes. Generally, pattern sizes are 
about 2 sizes smaller than British high-street 
sizing. � e only way you can get good-� tting 
clothes from a pattern is to compare your 
own body measurements with the size chart 
provided on the pattern. To get a really good 
� t, you need to look at the pattern sizing in 
two steps.

Step 1 – Buy the correct pattern pack. 
Patterns are o� en sold in two size ranges, so 
you want to make sure you’ve selected the 
right one. For a skirt or garment for your 
lower body, you’ll be basing the overall size 
selection on your hips measurement. You will 
then blend from the hips to your waist size. 
� is means the skirt will � t your frame, and 
you’ll be either adding or taking away at the 
waistline. � e last two columns on the � rst 
chart refer to the pattern size closest to each 
of your body measureents, and this will help 
you easily draw between pattern sizes. For 
example, you may be closest to a size 10 at the 
waist and a size 14 on the hip. 

Step 2 – Understand design ease and using 
� nished garment measures to � ne tune 
your � t and size selection. All clothes need 
wearing ease! If you cut a skirt to exactly the 
same size as your body measurements, then 
it’s impossible to breathe or walk! You need 
all your clothes to be a little bigger than you, 
so they’re comfortable to wear. � e � nal bit 
of � ne tuning to think about when choosing 
a size is the amount of design ease that’s 
been allowed in a pattern. Design ease is the 
amount of extra fabric in the garment over 
and above your own body measurements. 
If you compare your actual measures plus 
wearing ease with the � nished garment 
measurements for each pattern you use, you’ll 
be able to see how � tted or baggy the garment 
will be. You can choose to go up a size if the 
pattern has come up tight, or down a size if 
the pattern seems very loose.

FINISHED GARMENT MEASUREMENTS
One of the best tips I’ve found for working 
with � nished garment measurements is to 
measure your favourite clothes. Making a 
T-shirt? Why not measure the one you’re 
always wearing and use that as your 
benchmark for how much design ease you’d 
like in your new T-shirt? It’s a good idea to 
make a little chart of your favourite clothes, 
and compare new patterns to these.
To help you understand design ease, here is 
an example. If I’m making a pencil skirt, I 
don’t want a lot of design ease over the hips, 
as this will look un� attering. � e envelope 
back will have the garment measurements 
on it (eg 25” waist and a 38” hip). So if the 
� nished garment measurement for size 14 is 
3” bigger than my hips, I need to allow 1½” of 
wearing ease, which takes me to 39½”, so that 
leaves 1½” of total design ease around the 
hips on this pattern. In this instance, I’d cut 
my hips to size 14, and � t as I sew if they 
are a little too big.

HOW TO MEASURE YOURSELF
Wear close-� tting clothes like a vest top 
and tights, or underwear. Put your hands 
between your hip bone and rib cage and 
bend from side to side. � is will help you 
� nd your natural waist. Most fashion dictates 
that clothes rarely sit right on the natural 
waist, but all patterns have been cut from this 
measurement unless they state otherwise. 
Make sure the tape measure is snug. Too tight 
or too loose and you’ll get the wrong size. 
When you take the measurements, keep the 
tape measure horizontal, and try and look 
straight ahead, so you don’t bend forwards. 
� ese are the main measurements you’ll need 
to determine pattern size:

High bust – this is your chest measurement 
and is really close under your arm-pit, above 
the fullest part of the bust line.

Full bust – this is taken around the fullest 
part of your bust.

Waist – this is your natural waist 
measurement, and is taken at the position 
of the elastic you tied around your waist.

Hips – the fullest part of your bum, not 
the top of your hip bones.

If you always need to shorten your skirts 
before you can wear them then you’ll need 
to check the � nished length measurement of 
your favourite skirt against the pattern pieces, 
and shorten the pattern to match. Likewise, 
if you know you’ve got long legs, then you’ll 
need to lengthen the pattern pieces. By 
altering the pattern pieces before you even lay 
them on the fabric, you are already making a 
unique pattern piece tailored just for you.

BLENDING BETWEEN PATTERN SIZES 
Use your experience of clothes shopping to 
help you adjust your patterns. Always buy 
for your waist and end up with baggy hips? 
Or do you need to buy for your hips and 
end up with a baggy waistline? Both of these 
exempts show that your � gure crosses at least 
two sizes. Few of us are exactly the same size 
as the standard pattern sizing. � e beauty of 
dressmaking is that you can blend a pattern 
between several sizes to get a custom � t! 
Let’s say your hip measure is close to size 14, 
but you’re a size 10 at the waist. Trace the 
biggest size (14) from the hipline down. � en 
using a ruler draw a new shaped line from the 
hips to the waist. Your traced pattern is now 
tailored to your own unique body.
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Itching to make a pattern 
work better for you? Sign 

up for a class at the 
www.thriftystitcher.co.uk. CL Hardie’s new book, The 
Great British Sewing Bee: 

Fashion With Fabric, is out 
now, priced £20,

 www.quadrille.co.uk

LS11 P19 Claire Hardie Column.indd   19 11/02/2015   18:19


