
How to fix your Thread Tension
How to find the perfect tension for your sewing projects!

When I first started sewing I spent a lot of time trying to find the right thread tension, my 
stitches would either come up too slack or too tight with looping on the underside or the 
bobbin thread showing between stiches. I often found myself getting frustrated and giving up 
because no matter how many times I adjusted the settings it still wouldn’t work! 
Sound familiar?

Now I’ve learnt the best settings for my sewing machine and how to adjust the thread tension 
according to what I’m sewing...But before we get onto adjusting the tension, here’s a few things
to check first.
1. Check the machine is clean and free of dirt and lint inside the bobbin case.
2. Make sure your needle is sharp and not bent.
3. Use a strong quality thread (old threads can often break easily and cause gathering at the 
eye of the needle) Don't use overlock thread with a sewing machine, as this is thinner thread 
quality.
4. Use the right size needle for your fabric quality.

Tension setting

Sewing machines often have a dial numbered 1-10, this is also known as the ‘Tension knob’; Good 
to know, right?!?! The highest number on the dial is the normally the tightest thread setting, 
and the lowest number is generally the slackest. I have found that the happy medium is some-
where between 3-6.

Thin, slippery material such as silk and nylon may need a different tension setting to thicker 
fabric such as knits, the type of thread may also affect the way the stitches fall. It’s often a 
case of trial and error which is what we are going to come onto now!

Tip 1: Always put the presser foot down when adjusting the tension knob.

Tip 2: When threading your machine, always have the presser foot up (not down). Otherwise 
your tension dial will get pulled when you pull on the thread.

Top Tips
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Tip 3: Apart from the tension setting there may be other reasons for irregular stitches, such 
as the bobbin may be loose in the bobbin case or the thread wound too tight. Alternatively, 
the sewing machine may be set to the bobbin re-fill setting. It is best to check these first 
before adjusting the tension.

Tip 4: The thread should always go clockwise in the bobbin case, so there is a resistance to 
catching the thread in the bobbin case. As well, make sure your thread "clicks" into place with 
the bobbin, so you're sure it's all the way in. (this is true for bobbins which lay flat as well 
as side entry bobbins.)

Tip 5: If your bobbin is a side entry bobbin (as opposed to a flat laying bobbin): Hold the 
thread in the case and shake lightly to allow the bobbin case to bounce a little. The bobbin 
should dangle down and ever so slightly unwind.

If it is too loose, then turn the screw on the bobbin case as needed to make the thread tight-
er. (vs. versa if it's too tight and the bobbin case doesn't move, then move the screw the other 
direction.)

Tip 6: On old machines (from the 1980's or earlier), Always make sure make sure the “thread 
Take-up” and needle are in the up-right position before pulling the thread after sewing. It will 
be about 80% up, not 100% up to the top. (this is automatic now on newer machines)
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Master your thread tension!

The best way to get the right tension is to try a practice run on an offcut of the fabric you 
are wanting to use for your sewing project. Firstly, try the tension setting on 5 and run a 
line of stitches with the fabric folded (at double thickness).

Check the stitches on the top and underside of the fabric, if the stitches are too tight you are 
likely to notice the bottom thread (from the bobbin) visible on the top of the fabric, or the 
fabric has gathered and when pulled the thread may break. If the stitches are too slack you 
are likely to see thread gathering or looping underneath.

If it’s too tight, try moving the setting to 6 and run a line of stiches again. Evaluate the 
stitches again to see if they have improved. If the stitches are too slack, try adjusting the dial 
in the opposite direction and keep practicing until you find the perfect tension setting! The best 
tension setting will produce stitches that look the same on both sides of the fabric.

Top Tip: Once you’ve found the best setting write it down in your journal or a pocket diary 
along with a note of the type of fabric you are using for future reference. Pop it inside your 
extension table for safe keeping!

Now you've mastered the tension, you should be able to enjoy many hours of Sewing!

COPYRIGHT  C  GINA RENEE 2018


