
                           

 

Prewashing 

By Erin Hubner 
 
Garment sewers repeat after me: if you intend to wash your garment, PLEASE pretreat your natural fiber 
fabric.  There is nothing worse than spending hours, days, sometimes months on a project only to 
discover that after it comes out of the laundry it has shrunk and no longer fits.  A little bit of prep will 
save a ton of heartbreak later. 
 
I tend to be a little harsher with my prewashing than I plan to be with the finished garment.  For me that 
means washing and drying at a warmer temperature than usual.  I don’t want to worry about my clothes 
accidently getting in a wrong load or someone else trying to be helpful by doing laundry and end up 
accidently shrinking it.  Sometimes that changes the feel of the fabric, but that’s not necessarily a bad 
thing. 
 

Cottons and rayon wovens and knits will shrink.  

 Rayon may be a semisynthetic fiber but at its core it is plant based and will shrink like it’s more 
minimally processed natural cousins. You may not always notice the shrinkage with knits thanks to their 
spandex content, but a finished garment won’t simply shrink down one size. 
 

If you’re sewing with flannel, denim or linen I like to prewash my 

fabric twice.   

Often these fabrics like to have a surprise secondary shrinking session lengthwise with the grain.  If you 
didn’t want highwater pants, you might end up with them.  Same as how if you’re getting a pair of jeans 
hemmed shorter its best to wash them a couple times first before taking them in for alterations.  
Prewashing will often change the hand of linen, but that just means it gets softer and gets a casual 
slightly rumpled state without looking like a hot wrinkled mess.  If you like crisp linen, you’re committing 
yourself to a dry clean only lifestyle and lots of ironing as it will want to crease. 
 

Silks, wools and other animal fibers also benefit from pretreatment.  

 They’re protein fibers like human hair which can shrink dramatically from wet to dry and are capable of 
being hand washed or sent through the machine gentle cycle.  After washing they may lose some of 
their luster and sheen, so having a washable garment may or may not be the look you are going for.  It’s 
usually best to prewash a sample before of your yardage if you are unsure how it will turn out.  Anything 
with tailoring such as coats, jackets, and garments with structure are best to leave to the drycleaners in 
order to maintain their luster and crispness.  That doesn’t mean they’re off the hook for any sort of 
pretreatment.  These are fabrics that benefit from a good steam session to tighten up the fibers without 



dramatically altering the fabric.  This also is a great way to refresh a garment in between trips to the dry 
cleaners to help preserve its life when there isn’t an actual stain that needs to be removed.  Some 
people go as far as dry cleaning their yardage before cutting, but typically steaming it should be enough. 
 

Polyesters don’t need to be pretreated  

for shrinkage as synthetic fibers typically don’t shrink.  You may want to remove sizing and any other 
chemicals applied during production but that is up to you.  The big exception is if you’re making 
swimwear or underwear.  Knit fabric tends to curl up at the edges after being washed and this makes 
working with small pieces of fabric and even smaller seam allowances more challenging.  Just wash them 
later and save yourself the frustration. 
 

Quilting.  There seem to be two distinct yet very opinionated camps when it comes to prewashing: 

those that always prewash and those that never do. To my mostly garment sewing heart I’m going to 
play the middle ground and say when it comes to a quilt just stay consistent.  Either prewash all your 
fabrics for that specific quilt or don’t.  If you are working with brightly colored fabric on a pale 
background, you might feel more comfortable prewashing to avoid any potential dye transfer after the 
fact.  If you’re working with quarter yard cuts, fat quarters or smaller it seems better to not prewash. 
Some quilt patterns requiring small cuts allow very little margin for error when cutting and it could be 
easy after washing to find yourself without enough fabric.  Or so I’ve been cautioned by seasoned quilt 
designers. 
 
Bag makers have it the easy with being able to jump right into their projects if they want since finished 
bags are rarely laundered.  Occasionally bags might need a little spot cleaning, but that won’t cause 
shrinkage.  Still, if you’re hardcore on Team Prewash that is still perfectly fine assuming your fabric is 
washable.  Fabrics that are treated to be water resistant are better off not being washed as they may 
lose some of their water repelling abilities. 
 
While shopping at Pacific Fabrics if you’re unsure regarding prewashing or how to care for your fabrics 
you can always ask us for advice! 
 
 
 
Happy Sewing! 

Erin 
 


