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You Are Not the Problem. Your
Technique Is.
Every single sewer — from total beginner to seasoned pro — has picked up a project and thought
"why does it look like THAT?" The frustrating truth is that most sewing problems have a simple,
fixable cause.

This guide covers the 15 most common sewing mistakes we see in our community. For each one,
we'll tell you exactly what's causing it, how to fix it right now, and how to prevent it from happening
again.

  Fail #01:  Puckered Seams

THE PROBLEM: Your seam looks gathered and bumpy instead of lying flat — even when pressed.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Tension set too high on your machine
� Loosen your top thread tension by 1–2

notches and test on a scrap

• Sewing too fast on lightweight fabrics
� On sheer/lightweight fabrics, hold thread

tails when you start the seam

• Thread weight doesn't match fabric
weight

� Switch to a finer thread (e.g., 60wt on silk or
voile)

• Fabric not being fed evenly
� Use a walking foot for slippery or stretchy

fabrics

� PRO TIP: Always test your tension on a folded scrap of the actual project fabric before sewing —
not leftover scraps from another project.
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  Fail #02:  Thread Bunching Under Fabric

THE PROBLEM: You start a seam and there's a birds-nest of tangled thread underneath the fabric.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Upper thread not properly threaded
through the tension discs

� Rethread your entire machine from scratch
with foot UP — always

• Bobbin incorrectly inserted or not
threaded properly

� Remove and reinsert your bobbin, confirming
thread direction (check your manual)

• Presser foot not fully lowered when you
begin sewing � Always lower presser foot before sewing

• Starting too close to the fabric edge
� Begin seams 1/4" from the fabric edge, or use

a leader/anchor cloth

� PRO TIP: Re-thread from scratch every single time you change thread. Skipping steps causes 90%
of bunching issues.

  Fail #03:  Uneven Hems

THE PROBLEM: Your hem looks wobbly, wavy, or uneven around a skirt or pants leg.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Measuring from the bottom up rather
than down from the waist

� Use a hem gauge and always
press-fold-press before sewing

• Skipping a proper pressing step

� Hang a skirt on a dress form or mannequin
for 24 hours before hemming to let fabric
settle

• Using pins that distort the fabric
� Use hem clips instead of pins on curved

hems

• Skirts with multiple seams causing fabric
to hang unevenly

� For full/flared skirts, measure and mark with
chalk from the floor up using a hem ruler

� PRO TIP: For curved hems, use a line of long machine basting at the hem line first — it acts as a
guide.
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  Fail #04:  Skipped Stitches

THE PROBLEM: Your stitch line has gaps where the machine missed making a stitch.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Needle is dull, bent, or wrong size for the
fabric

� Replace the needle — this fixes 80% of
skipped stitch problems

• Needle installed incorrectly (flat side not
facing back on standard machines)

� For knit fabrics, switch to a ballpoint or
stretch needle

• Sewing jersey/knit with a regular needle
� Clean out your bobbin area — lint buildup

causes stitch issues

• Machine needs a good cleaning
� Check that needle is fully pushed up into the

clamp before tightening

� PRO TIP: Change your needle after every 8–10 hours of sewing, or every project. Dull needles are
behind most unexplained machine problems.

  Fail #05:  Crooked Zippers

THE PROBLEM: Your zipper is wavy, twisted, puckered, or sits off-center.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Skipping the basting step before final
stitching

� Always baste (long stitch) your zipper in first
— check it looks good, THEN sew
permanently

• Not pressing the seam allowance
properly before inserting

� Press the seam allowances open or as
directed before any zipper work

• Sewing too fast around the zipper
� Use a zipper foot so you can sew right next

to the teeth

• Using the wrong presser foot
� Sew slowly with your needle down as you

pivot around corners

� PRO TIP: Invisible zippers are easiest when inserted BEFORE sewing the side seam. Install the zipper
first, then close the seam below it.
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  Fail #06:  Fabric Shifting While Cutting

THE PROBLEM: Your cut pieces come out different sizes or shapes from the pattern pieces.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Using dull scissors or rotary cutter blade
� Press fabric thoroughly before laying out

pattern pieces

• Fabric not properly straightened or
pressed before cutting

� Use pattern weights every 4–6 inches and
along all edges

• Pattern pieces not weighted down or
pinned sufficiently

� Cut on a hard, flat surface (a cutting mat on
a table is ideal)

• Cutting on an unstable or too-soft
surface

� Replace rotary cutter blades regularly — dull
blades drag fabric

� PRO TIP: Fold fabric on the grain (align selvages) and press before cutting. Off-grain cutting is why
garments twist and hang strangely.
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  Fail #07:  Thread Tension Issues

THE PROBLEM: Loops of thread appearing on either the top or bottom of your seam.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Top loops = top thread too loose OR
bottom thread too tight

� Rule of thumb: loops on top = tighten top
tension; loops on bottom = loosen top
tension

• Bottom loops = top thread too tight OR
bottom thread too loose

� Before adjusting, re-thread the entire
machine completely

• Incorrect threading is almost always the
real culprit � Check bobbin case for lint or damage

• Wrong needle size for the thread being
used

� Use the same thread brand and weight on
top and in the bobbin for best results

� PRO TIP: Properly balanced tension shows identical interlocking threads in the middle of the fabric
— you shouldn't see either thread on the 'wrong' side.

  Fail #08:  Seam Allowance Errors

THE PROBLEM: Your finished project is too small, too large, or seams don't line up at notches.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Inconsistently following the seam
allowance while sewing

� Use the markings on your needle plate as a
guide — or stick a strip of tape at exactly
the right seam allowance

• Confusing 5/8" and 1/2" seam allowances
between patterns

� Check each new pattern — Indie patterns
often use 1/2", Big 4 use 5/8"

• Not checking the pattern's specified
seam allowance

� Use a seam guide attachment for your
machine

• The needle position set to default when
pattern needs a specific width

� Mark your seam allowance on the fabric with
a removable pen before sewing

� PRO TIP: A cheap magnetic seam guide ($5–8) that attaches to your needle plate is one of the best
investments a beginner sewist can make.
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  Fail #09:  Fabric Pilling After Washing

THE PROBLEM: Your beautifully sewn project looks rough and bobbled after the first wash.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Sewing with low-quality acrylic or
blended fabric with short fibers

� Check fiber content labels — natural fibers
pill less than cheap synthetics

• Washing at too high a temperature for
the fiber content � Wash in cold water and on a delicate cycle

• Drying knit or jersey fabrics in a tumble
dryer

� Air dry or use the no-heat setting on knits
and any garment with spandex

• Using the wrong stitch type on stretch
fabrics

� Use a stretch stitch (lightning bolt stitch) or
narrow zigzag on knit fabrics

� PRO TIP: Pre-wash AND dry your fabric before cutting using the exact method you'll use for the
finished garment. This prevents pilling, shrinkage, and misshapen seams.
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  Fail #10:  Buttonholes Gone Wrong

THE PROBLEM: Buttonholes look messy, uneven, frayed inside, or don't open cleanly.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Fabric not properly interfaced under the
buttonhole

� Always interface under buttonholes — light
to medium weight fusible interfacing
minimum

• Cutting the buttonhole without a seam
ripper guard or pin stop

� Measure buttons before setting buttonhole
size: add 1/8" for seam allowance plus
button thickness

• Buttonhole too small for the button

� Place a pin perpendicular across the far end
of the buttonhole BEFORE cutting — it
prevents going too far

• Machine buttonhole foot not measuring
correctly

� Use a dedicated buttonhole chisel rather
than seam ripper for cleaner cuts

� PRO TIP: Test every single buttonhole on a doubled and interfaced scrap before sewing on your
actual garment. Same fabric, same interfacing, same settings.

  Fail #11:  Needle Breaking

THE PROBLEM: Your needle snaps mid-seam, sometimes flying across the room.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Pulling or pushing fabric through the
machine rather than letting it feed

� Let the machine's feed dogs move the fabric
— your hands just guide

• Hitting a pin with the needle
� Remove all pins before they reach the needle

(don't sew over pins)

• Wrong needle size for thick seam
intersections

� Sew slowly over thick seam intersections,
turning by hand if needed

• Needle is bent or slightly installed wrong
� Use a denim or topstitch needle (larger,

stronger) for thick layers

� PRO TIP: When sewing over thick intersections like waistbands, gently lift the back of the presser
foot just slightly with your finger to keep the foot level as it goes over the bump.



� Sewing Fails Fixed | 15 Common Mistakes & How to Fix Them Page 9

Free Resource | Your Sewing Community

  Fail #12:  Edges Curling on Knit Fabrics

THE PROBLEM: Cut pieces of jersey or knit fabric curl up maddeningly at the edges.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• This is normal knit behavior — not your
fault! � Store cut knit pieces rolled, not folded flat

• Trying to iron knit fabric flat causes
more curling

� Slightly steam (don't press hard) and let cool
before working with the piece

• Using pins along the edges adds
distortion

� Sew with the curled edge going down toward
the feed dogs

� Use Schmetz ballpoint needles — they slide
between knit loops rather than piercing

� PRO TIP: Handle knit fabric as little as possible before sewing. Every time you stretch it to look at it,
you're training the curl into the edge.
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  Fail #13:  Sewing Wavy Straight Lines

THE PROBLEM: Your topstitching or seam lines wander and look hand-drawn even when you're trying
to sew straight.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Looking at the needle rather than the
seam guide

� Fix your eyes on the seam guide marking on
your needle plate, not the needle

• Machine speed too fast for control
� Slow the machine speed significantly — most

modern machines have a speed limiter

• Not using a consistent seam guide
reference point

� Use tape on your needle plate as a custom
seam guide

� For topstitching, use the edge of your
presser foot as a guide along the seam

� PRO TIP: Good seam lines come from where you LOOK, not from trying to control your hands. Train
yourself to stare at the guide, not the needle.

  Fail #14:  Gathered Fabric Feeding Unevenly

THE PROBLEM: When you sew gathered fabric to flat fabric, the gathers bunch in some spots and are
flat in others.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Gathers distributed unevenly before
pinning

� Divide and quarter-mark both pieces before
gathering — match these marks first

• Sewing too fast over gathered sections
� Distribute gathers evenly between marks

before pinning densely

• Gathered layer going through feed dogs
first instead of flat layer

� Sew with the gathered side UP and flat fabric
against the feed dogs

• Not enough pins to hold gathers in place
� Sew slowly and re-distribute with your

fingers as you go

� PRO TIP: The 'eighth' method is your best friend: pin at center, both ends, then halfway between
each pin — you'll have 8 evenly-distributed sections before you sew a single stitch.
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  Fail #15:  Seams Not Lying Flat After Pressing

THE PROBLEM: You press a seam and it still looks bulky, raised, or puckered.

WHY IT HAPPENS HOW TO FIX IT

• Pressing with steam when the seam
needs a dry press first

� Press seam allowances OPEN rather than to
one side for bulky fabrics

• Not using a pressing cloth on synthetic
fabrics

� Use a clapper (pound the seam flat right
after steaming while still hot)

• Pressing the seam as a whole rather than
seam allowances separately

� On curves, clip the seam allowance almost to
stitching line before pressing

• Skipping a tailor's ham for curved seams
� Press curved seams over a ham, curved side

up — it shapes the seam to match the curve

� PRO TIP: Your iron is the most important shaping tool in sewing. A poorly pressed seam cannot be
fixed by sewing — but a well-pressed seam makes even budget fabric look couture.
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You've Got This!
Every sewing problem in this guide has a solution — and learning to troubleshoot your own work is
what separates confident sewists from frustrated ones. Save this guide, bookmark it, print it out
and pin it above your machine.

The best advice we can give? Don't throw away your sewing 'fails.' Unpick them, understand what
went wrong, and try again. Your next project will be better for it.


