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Property Definition Found in

absorbent A fabric’s ability to hold moisture.
wool, cotton, 
limen, non-

woven fabrics 
such as felt

blended A fabric or yarn made from a mix of natural and manmade fibres, 
purposefully created to use the features of both. 

breathable
A fabric that uses specific fibres and weave that allows air to pass 
through the clothing, thereby preventing heat and moisture build-

up.

sportswear 
blended fabrics, 

line, cotton, wool

drape
The way a fabric looks when it is hanging down. Clothing designers 
must consider the drape of a fabric when choosing the material for 

a garment.
all fabrics

durable
Hard-wearing, stain resistant. Man-made fibres are mainly more 
durable, and are therefore blended with natural fibres to create 

more durable products.
nylon, polyester, 

denim, lycra

handle What a fabric feels like to the touch, for instance: smooth, rough, 
stiff. all fabrics

sheen A smooth and slightly reflective surface finish to a fabric.
silk and synthetic 
satins, polyester 
products, some 

leathers

sheer Fabrics that are flimsy and semi-transparent. 
organza, voile, 
muslin lingerie 

products

shape 
retention

A fabric’s ability to keep its shape and not become deformed through 
use.

lycra and lycra 
blends, leather, 
polyester, nylon

water-
repellent

Non-absorbent. A fabric’s natural ability, or manufactured finish, 
allowing water to not penetrate through the weave.

polyester, nylon, 
leather

Wool: Fibres from sheep’s wool are spun into 
yarn and can be woven and knitted. The 

fibres can also be spun into finer yarn which 
is turned into cloth. Absorbent, soft or coarse 

handle, not durable.
Used in yarn form in knitwear, scarves, 

gloves, bags, dresses and suits.

Cotton: Thread is spun from fibres from the 
cotton plant. Used widely due to its good 

durability and soft handle. Can be machine 
washed, but requires ironing as creases 

easily. Highly-absorbent.
Used in canvas, muslin, calico and denim, 

clothing, home furnishings

Silk: Natural fibre from silkworms, woven 
into fine fabric, which has a high sheen or 

lustre. Cool to wear.
Used in high-class clothing and home 

furnishings in Satin form.

Linen Made from fibres of the flax plant, 
linen is a traditional fabric. Does not 

cause allergies and is cool to wear. Highly 
absorbent.

Used in home furnishings, summer clothing.

Leather: Made from animal skins, leather 
is not strictly a fabric. Comfortable in both 
hot and cold conditions. Untreated, leather 

is absorbent but can be treated with a range 
of finishes to improve its effectiveness and 

durability. Tough and elastic.
Used in clothing, car upholstery, home 

furnishings.

Nylon: Strong and durable manmade polymer fibre. 
Has a wide range of applications, as a clothing 

fabric and in other uses where durability is 
important. Warm to wear, non-absorbent and good 

drape. Can be made with soft or coarse handle.
Used in wide range of clothing in pure and blended 

form. Waterproof coats, tents.

Polyester: Very durable polymer fibre, non-absorbent 
and cool to wear. Often blended with cotton to 

produce low cost, breathable fabrics and used widely 
in place of pure cotton.

Used in clothing and home furnishings, industrial 
polyester used for ropes, seat-belts.

Organza: A lightweight, sheer fabric traditionally 
made from silk, although more often now made 
from polyester. Its decorative properties make it 

popular for embellishments on clothing.
Used in home furnishings, hat decorations, wedding 

dresses.

Lycra (brand name for spandex/elastane): A 20th 
century ‘wonder material’, Lycra is commonly found 

in sportswear due to its breathable and elastic 
qualities. Excellent shape retention. When blended 

with natural fibres, clothing with the feel of natural 
fire, and the elasticity of Lycra can be achieved.
Used in tight-fitting sports wear, stockings and 
leggings, blended in denim, woollen clothing.

Natural Fibre Products
Traditional fibres from plants and animals.

Manmade Fibre Products (synthetic)
Modern fibres manufactured using polymers.

Smart Fabrics

Advancements in modern technology have implications for fabrics and 
design. Wearable technology and performance enhancing textiles are 
important strands of sports and fashion design in the modern age.

This acupuncture therapy shirt allows the wearer to receive specific therapy at the same time 
as getting on with their job.  

This light emitting fabric is an example of how designers can use fibre-optics to create high-
impact visual clothing and accessories.

Photo courtesy of (@flickr) Mediamatic Hybrid Wearables - granted under creative 
commons licence - attribution.  
Photo courtesy of (@flickr) Those Who Affected Me - granted under creative 
commons licence - attribution
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Wasting Addition Deforming and Reforming

Fabrics are a compliant material and are relatively easy to cut and 
shape. They are, however, an unforgiving material, and an incorrect 
cut will be often difficult to undo or disguise.

Cutting: Fabric is normally cut with textile shears. The blades are 
150mm long and the lower handle is always bigger. This allows for 
a steadier, longer cut. Rotary cutters are used for cutting non-woven 
fabrics such as felt.

Shearing: Although shearing and cutting are the same force and 
movement, pinking shears give a zig-zag edge to their cut. This 
prevents woven fabric from fraying

Wasting Fabrics with CAD/CAM

Sections of fabric can be wasted effectively using a laser cutter. A 
pattern can be created using CAD software such as 2D Design and 
used to control the laser cutter. Identical patterns can be created very 
quickly using this method with a high level of accuracy.

Seam Allowance

Fabrics require a seam allowance; the material where the stitch joins 
two pieces of fabric together. This means fabric must be cut larger 
than the size needed by approximately 10mm on all sides where a join 
is required.

Addition by hand-stitching

All projects will require some degree of hand-stitching. This may 
be to add a button, join one piece of fabric over the top of another, 
such as in applique, or embroidering by hand. There are a range of 
stitches which can be done using a needle and thread:

•	 Running stitch: Quickly joints two fabrics along a line

•	 Overstitch: Loops over the edge of the fabric preventing fraying.

•	 Blanket-stitch: Ornamental stitch effective on decorative work.

•	 Back stitch: Stronger that a running stitch and good for seams.

Zips, buttons, hook and eye, press-studs and Velcro can all be added 
to fabrics and used to add and fasten pieces together.

Addition by machine-sewing

The correct method for joining fabrics is dependent on the type of 
fabric being used, and the loads and stresses that will act upon the 
join. An overlock machine is good for professional looking products 
as it binds the seam inside the join. Sewing machines are required to 
add fasteners such as zips.

Addition by computer sewing machine

Many jobs can be completed by a programmable CAM sewing 
machine.

Some schools have embroidery machines. A design is created on 
a computer, before being uploaded to the embroidery machine. 
Decoration, detail and personalised names can be added to a panel of 
a product this way.

Deforming by tailoring

Once the pattern and fabric pieces have been cut, the main tool 
for shaping an item of clothing is a tailor’s dummy. Re-forming, 
adjustment and fitting can be done whilst seeing the overall 
shape of the product. Because fabrics are compliant materials, 
they deform as part of their nature. Imagine wearing a pair of 
skinny jeans which didn’t deform as you moved!

Deforming by pleating and gathering

Shape can be created and accentuated through the use of 
gathering. Pleating can create a strong visual effect and allow for 
movement in a garment.

Pleat: Repeated folds in a textiles product, usually stitched at the 
top.

Gather: To shorted a piece of fabric by drawing it together, like 
the top of some curtains.

Deforming by heat and liquids

Heat treatment:  Some specially laminated fabrics can be formed 
into shape using heat. This is useful where the designer needs 
parts of a design to hold a shape without support, such as 
collars.

Blocking: Traditionally, moulded hats, for both men and women 
have been created by deforming felt on wooden blocks. A felt 
hood or cone is placed on the block and a liquid stiffener is 
applied. A steam iron is then used to shape the felt around the 
block before shaping the brim and cutting off waste material.
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