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Spoolin’ Around….Let’s Talk About Thread 
 
When a customer asks for help with thread breakage or skipped stitches, I usually 
start by asking a few questions: 

 What kind of thread are you using? 

 What’s in the bobbin? 

 What size need are you using? 

 When’s the last time you changed your needle? 

 
Once we have answers to these questions we can start to determine what steps 
might be taken to solve the problem. 
 
However, many quilters don’t always have an answer to these questions.  In fact, 
90% of the time, the answer to the first question is “Just regular thread.”  When we 
get a chance to see some of those threads, we can tell you they’re anything but 
“regular.”  Others are truly a “regular” thread ill-suited to the task due to quality or 
size.  Many are a high-quality thread being used with a needle that’s too big, too 
small, the wrong type, or too old! 
 
We’re not born knowing about thread and I don’t know of a local school system that 
teaches this subject.   Like most new quilters, when I started my first quilt, I reached 
for an old spool of whatever thread I had on hand.  I wasn’t skipping any stitches or 
breaking thread, so everything was cool.  (I just assumed that everyone pulled that 
much lint from their bobbin case every day!)  It wasn’t until I started free-motion 
machine quilting….a much more daunting task for a sewing machine…that I realized 
something was wrong.  Convinced my machine was a lemon, I began asking some 
questions, hoping to prove my machine needed work.  Alas, I found out differently.  I 
had a heavy weight cotton-wrapped polyester thread from a low-cost manufacturer, 
and was using a size 12 universal needle.   When someone sold me a better thread 
and a more suitable needle, I saw immediate results and became determined to 
understand why.   
 
Today, I still don’t know as much as I’d like, but have read enough and experimented 
enough to know a little that I’ll share here.   
 
Fiber Content 
Thread can be made from natural fibers such as cotton or silk, or from man-made 
fibers like polyester or rayon.   The type of fiber usually isn’t as relevant as thread 
size and quality when discussing performance.  However, you may want to consider 
the fiber content when selecting a thread.  For years, quilters have favored cotton 
threads because they liked having the same fiber in both the thread and the quilt top 
(i.e., the blocks).  That has changed over the past decade, as the quality of polyester 
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thread improved.  Polyester tends to be stronger when compared to a comparable-
size cotton thread which can improve performance in high-speed quilting machines.  
In addition, polyester is generally less likely to fade or run (yes, thread can run!).  Silk 
is a beautiful thread but tends to be more expensive, so you may want to reserve it 
for those extra-special projects. 
 
Size 
The size of a thread is especially relevant to how it’s used.  There are two sizing 
methods that we see most often. 
 
Probably the most prevalent sizing system is the “Weight” (or the closely related 
“Number”) method.  A thread weight may be listed on the spool as “No 50,” or “50 
wt,” for example.  Numbers that we commonly see among threads used by quilters 
range from 12-100.  The higher the number, the finer the thread. 
 
To remember this, think of making spaghetti from a ball of dough.  If two people start 
stretching that dough into a strand of spaghetti, the further apart they can get from 
each other, the finer the strand will be.  Spagetti made from the strand pulled 50 feet 
apart will be thicker than the strand pulled 100 feet apart. This nonsensical 
comparison of thread to spagetti strands is actually very close to the truth:  this 
method of sizing thread originated from a manufacturer’s estimate of how much 
thread could be produced from a standard amount (weight) of the fiber. 
 
As is often the case, there’s more to this story. In addition to the size of the individual 
strand of fiber, threads differ in how many of those strands, typically two or three, are 
twisted together to form the thread.  So if you see a thread labeled as No 50/3, it 
means it’s a 3-ply, 50 weight thread.  A No 50/2 would indicate a 2-ply, 50 weight 
thread.   (And if the thread is labeled “Machine Embroidery,” it’s assumed to be 2-
ply.) 
 
Another method which seems to be becoming more prevalent is the “Tex” 
measurement.  A “Tex” size is determined by weighing 1,000 meters of thread, so 
heavier threads have higher Tex sizes.   A Tex 25 thread is probably pretty close in 
size to a 40 wt thread. 
 
Why does thread size matter?  For one thing, a heavier thread usually requires a 
larger needle.   A sewing machine needle has a groove that the thread lies in, and 
that groove gets deeper on larger needles.  Likewise, the eye of the needle gets 
larger on larger needles.  Heavier thread requires a deeper groove and a larger eye.  
Finer thread will get “buried” in a deeper groove so it’s not in the right place for the 
bobbin thread to catch it when forming a stitch.  An eye that’s too large or too small 
can cause thread breakage.  
 
Thread size also matters to the task it’s being given.  If I were to sew a pair of pants, I 
guarantee you I wouldn’t use the same size thread as I do when I’m doing very close 
background quilting on a wall hanging.   I’m sure you can figure out why! 
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A finer thread will take up less room in the seam allowance and result in more 
accurate piecing. 
 
Thread size is also very important to machine embroidery.  Most designs have been 
digitized to stitch out with 40 weight rayon thread.  Heavier thread will take up more 
room, and cause extra friction as the needle tries to penetrate all this extra fiber.  The 
friction results in breakage.  Conversely, using too-fine of a thread will result in a 
stitch-out with insufficient coverage. 
 
Twist 
As fiber is formed into thread, individual strands are twisted together.  A low-quality 
thread will not have sufficient twist to keep the thread smooth, resulting in lint build-up 
and breakage.  Why wouldn’t it have sufficient twist?  Briefly, twist costs money 
because it takes fiber.  (If you put your hair into a tight braid, it’s shorter than a loose 
braid.)  
 
Fiber Quality 
Just like we can’t make a good meal with poor ingredients, high-quality thread must 
start with high-quality fiber.  In cotton thread, the most important classification of 
quality is the length of the fiber (“staple”).  Most cotton thread is regular-length staple.  
Higher-quality cotton thread is classified as Long Staple or Extra-Long Staple 
threads.  Longer staples are stronger and smoother, so there’s less lint build-up, less 
breakage, and all-around better performance. 
 
Other Comments 
Your machine tension system most likely assumes that the top and bobbin threads 
will be of a similar size.  If not, you may have to adjust the tension to get the best 
stitch.  Talk to your dealer if you need help. 
 
Summary 
Experiment with threads to see which you like best.  They all have their own 
characteristics.  Keep a list of the needle size you like best with each thread. Ask 
your quilting friends what they like.  
 
Want to learn a lot more about thread?  One of the best sources I’ve found on this 
topic can be found on the Education tab of Superior Thread’s web site.  You can find 
it at www.superiorthreads.com.   
 
There are so many nice threads to try!  I wish we could carry many more than we do, 
but space and demand limit our choices, so we carry those we’ve used a lot and like 
most.  
 
For your convenience, download a “Thread Guide” from our websit.  It suggests a 
proper needle size and preferred uses of the threads we sell at Creekside Quilting. 

Feel free to share this document with friends.  No part of it may be used for commercial 
purposes without the written consent of Creekside Quilting.  


