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Perfecting 
Shoulders and Sleeves

When the fit is poor in the sleeve cap 
or across the upper chest or upper 
back, a difference between the pattern 
shoulder shaping and your own 
shoulders is usually the cause. Since 
sleeves are a natural complement to the 
shoulders, if a garment fits well in the 
shoulder area, it can eliminate some 
problems in the sleeves, so always start 
at the top. What follows is an easy-to-
use guide to identifying and making fit 
adjustments in both these areas. 

Shoulder Positioning
For a proper fit, seams should lay 
straight along the top of your shoulder 
with no pulls or wrinkles, front or 
back. The garment should feel, as 
well as look, comfortable. Remember 
that not every shoulder seam ends at 
the same point on the body. To help 
you determine what type of fit to 
expect, we have developed guidelines 
to standardize the descriptions of 
shoulder lengths. These terms are 
included in the garment description 
that is printed on the catalogue page 
and back of the pattern envelope.
The Natural Shoulder (1A) extends 
from the base of the neck to the bone at 
the end point of your natural shoulder 
line.
The Slightly-Extended Shoulder 
(1B) extends beyond the natural 
shoulder ¼" to ¾" (6mm to 20mm). Its 
angular shaping is usually enhanced by 
shoulder pads.
The Extended Shoulder (1C) goes 
even further—⅞" to 1½" (2.2cm to 
3.8cm) beyond the natural shoulder 
line. It too has angular shaping, often 
enhanced by shoulder pads.

POOR FIT IS OFTEN WHAT MAKES A GARMENT LOOK HOMEMADE RATHER THAN CUSTOM MADE. 
FORTUNATELY IT’S EASY TO FIX. ALL IT TAKES IS A LITTLE TIME, PATIENCE, AND KNOW-HOW.

Focus on Fit
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The Dropped Shoulder (1D) has a 
rounded shape and falls 1⅝" (4cm) or 
more beyond the natural shoulder.

Analysing the Fit
To be sure that you’re getting the best 
possible fit in the shoulder area, make 
a muslin test garment to determine 
what, if any, adjustments you need. The 
best pattern choice is Vogue Pattern 
V1004, a basic fitting pattern. It’s the 
sloper used to make all Vogue patterns, 
and has been specifically designed to 
help you get a perfect fit. This pattern 
features in-depth fitting information 
for an entire dress, but you can just 
use the pattern pieces required for this 
article, or, depending on the extent of 
what you feel are your fitting problems, 

you may wish to go through the entire 
fitting process. For this fitting test, it 
will not be necessary to make the entire 
garment. Bodice front and back and 
sleeves will suffice. 
 Before cutting out the partial muslin, 
compare your shoulder measurement 
with the pattern tissue. (2A) Measure 
from the base of your neck (shrug 
your shoulders to find it) to the top 
of the arm (put your finger on the 
end of your shoulder and raise your 
arm to feel the bone). This is your 
normal shoulder length. Now measure 
the pattern along the shoulder seam, 
from the neck seamline to the middle 
armhole seamline. Compare these 
two measurements and note any 
differences.
 If your shoulder measurement is 

shorter than the pattern measurement, 
you’ll need to be on the alert for a 
narrow shoulder adjustment. If your 
shoulder measurement is longer than 
the pattern measurement, you’ll 
need to consider a broad shoulder 
adjustment.
Now you can prepare your muslin. Lay 
out and cut the pattern pieces. Mark 
all construction lines on the fabric. 
Machine-baste the bodice together, 
including the sleeves. Cut grosgrain 
ribbon or seam tape the length of 
the waistline plus seam allowances 
and stitch it to the right side of the 
waistline seam. You may need to clip 
the waistline seam allowance to try 
the muslin on. Put the muslin on, pin 
together at centre front, then stand 
back and take a good look at how it 
fits in the shoulder area. Note: For 
the sake of clarity, the illustrations in 
this article do not show pinning of the 
centre front.

TIP: As you fit and adjust, remember that 

the right and left sides of your body are not 

necessarily mirror images. You may need to 

make a slightly different adjustment, or none 

at all, from one side to the other.

TIP: Resist the temptation to over-adjust. 

Your goal is to achieve a comfortable fit, not a 

precise duplicate of your body contours.
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NARROW SHOULDERS 
If the armhole seams fall beyond the end of your 
shoulders, you will need to make an adjustment for 
narrow shoulders. If you don’t, you will likely have sleeves 
that wrinkle across the upper arm, pull, and restrict 
movement. (2B)
To correct your fitting muslin:
Release the shoulder seam, leaving the stitching intact for 
about 1" (2.5cm) at the armhole and neck edges.
 Pin a shoulder dart, front and back, that is deep 
enough to pull the armhole and sleeve up into place. (2C) 
To transfer this adjustment to your pattern:
Draw a diagonal line on the pattern tissue from the 
shoulder seam to the armhole seamline, just above the 
notch. It should start on the shoulder seam at a point that 
corresponds to the fitting dart on your muslin garment.
 Slash along this diagonal line, just to the seamline. (2D)
 Make a notch, perpendicular to the armhole seam, 
just to the seamline, so that the pattern remains hinged 
together. 
TIP: If the dart is deep, experiment with making a smaller dart and 

adding thin shoulder pads. This will give you the illusion of wider 

shoulders—an image that may be more flattering to your total 

body silhouette.

 Lap the pattern until you have shortened the shoulder 
seam to the correct length. Pin or tape in place.
 Redraw the shoulder and armhole cutting lines. (2E)

Broad Shoulders
If the armhole seam is pulled up over the shoulder, 
causing wrinkling and pulling, you will need to make an 
adjustment for broad shoulders. (2F) 
To correct your fitting muslin:
 Slash the front and the back in a diagonal line from the 
shoulder to the armhole seam.
 Insert strips of muslin under the cut edges. Spread the 
cut edges of the bodice until the wrinkles disappear, then 
baste the edges in place on the muslin insert. (2G)
To transfer this adjustment to your pattern:
 Adjust the bodice front and back pattern pieces by 
duplicating the adjustment on your fitting muslin and 
redrawing the cutting lines. (2H)
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Adjusting the Slope
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SLOPING SHOULDERS
If you have sloping shoulders, the fitting muslin will wrinkle 
between the armhole and the bust in front. It will look as if 
the garment has collapsed in this area. (3B)
 The best solution for sloping shoulders is to wear 
shoulder pads. (For more information about shoulder pads 
see “Shoulder Pad Savvy”, page 24.) They should fill in 
your shoulders to create a more natural line, and perhaps 
eliminate an adjustment. If wearing shoulder pads is your 
solution, you should always wear them whether the pattern 
calls for them or not. When a pattern specifically requires 
shoulder pads you will need to use a thicker pad. However, 
if wrinkles remain, or the garment is too snug in the 
underarm area, a pattern adjustment is required.
To correct your fitting muslin:
 Remove the sleeve.
 Pin out the excess fabric at the shoulders, tapering to 
nothing at the neckline.
Lower the armhole seamline an equal amount. (3C)
To transfer this adjustment to your pattern:
Adjust the bodice front and back pattern pieces by 
duplicating the adjustment on your fitting muslin and 
redrawing the cutting lines. (3D)

SQUARE SHOULDERS
If you have square shoulders, the fitting muslin will pull 
around the shoulders and armholes, creating wrinkles across 
the front and back near the neckline. This indicates that the 
shoulder area is not deep enough for your bone structure. 
(3E)
To correct your fitting muslin:
 Remove the stitching from the sleeve cap. 
 Near the shoulder seam, slash the front and back from 
the armhole edge to, but not through, the neckline. Insert a 
piece of muslin underneath.
 Spread the cut edges until the wrinkles disappear, then 
baste the edges to the inset. (3F)
 Raise the armhole seamline an equal amount to the 
spread. 
To transfer this adjustment to your pattern:
 Adjust the bodice front and back pattern pieces by 
duplicating the adjustment on your fitting muslin and 
redrawing the cutting lines. (3G)

Even if the shoulder length is perfect, you may still be left with wrinkles or pulling around 
the shoulder and armhole area. This is because the pattern shoulder and armhole seams are 
not placed at the angle required for your figure. The shoulder slope needs adjusting.
 To visualize the pattern fitting standard for shoulder slope, imagine two lines—one 
drawn straight across the base of your neck and the other drawn between the ends of your 
shoulders. (3A) 
 For standard shoulders, these lines would be about 2" (5cm) apart. On sloping shoulders, 
the distance would be more than 2" (5cm); on square shoulders, the distance would be less 
than 2" (5cm). While easy to visualize, this distance between neck and shoulders is not 
easy to measure precisely. Your fitting muslin is the key to determining and adjusting any 
shoulder variations.
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Now that the shoulder area is adjusted, it’s time to turn your attention 
to the sleeves. The fit of a sleeve is determined by three design elements: 
how the sleeve is attached to the garment (set-in, raglan, or kimono), the 
position of the armhole seam (natural, slightly extended, extended, or 
dropped shoulder), and sleeve length. The description on the back of the 
Vogue pattern envelope usually identifies the sleeve length by using one of 
the following terms: (4A)
Cap sleeves typically extend from the bodice and are very short. The 
extension is not usually continued under the arm. 
Short sleeves end at the upper arm.
Above-elbow-length sleeves completely cover the upper arm, ending 
above the elbow. 
Three-quarter-length sleeves end halfway between the elbow and the 
wrist bone. 
Seven-eighths-length sleeves end about 1" (2.5cm) above the wrist 
bone, or halfway between the three-quarter length and the long sleeve.
Wrist-length sleeves graze the wrist bone.
Long or full-length sleeves end about 1" (2.5cm) below the wristbone, 
covering it completely. 
 Arms that are longer or shorter than the standard will require a 
lengthwise pattern adjustment. But sleeve length can be a matter of more 
than good fit. Changing the sleeve length can result in proportions that 
are more flattering to your figure. For example, a full-busted person 
should avoid sleeves that end at the bustline. They make the body appear 
broader in that area. On a person with full hips, long or above-elbow-
length sleeves will be more flattering than the in-between lengths ending 
in the hip area. 
 If your arms are very thin or very heavy you are probably already 
aware that you have one of these figure variations. Your fitting muslin 
can help you determine the extent of circumference adjustments. It 
can also help you see what, if any, adjustments you will need for sleeve 
length. In most cases, however, the correct pattern sleeve length can be 
found by comparing your body measurements to the actual pattern tissue 
measurement.

Sleeve Smarts (4A) (4B) (4C) (4D) (4E)

(4F)

Measure Up
Your natural shoulder line has already been established on your fitting 
muslin. Use this garment as a handy reference point for determining the 
length of your arm.
 Because it is difficult to measure your arms accurately by yourself, begin 
by recruiting a fitting buddy. Then, put on your fitting muslin. With the 
top of the tape measure positioned at the end of your natural shoulder, 
measure and record the distance from the shoulder to the wristbone over 
a slightly bent elbow. Also record the distance from the shoulder to the 
elbow. As a guide to the proportions of the below-elbow sleeve lengths, 
measure and record the distance between the elbow and wristbone. Finally, 
take the upper arm circumference measurement around the fullest part, 
about 1" (2.5cm) below the armpit. (4B)

TIP: It is very common to have one arm longer than the other. While you have a 

tape measure in hand, take and record the length measurements for both arms. For 

most people, the difference in length is a minor amount that can be compensated for 

during hemming of the garment.

(2H)(2A) (2H)

I noticed I put tape on 2H-not sure why...here it is corrected with tape and with pins like the others.
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(2H)(2A) (2H)

I noticed I put tape on 2H-not sure why...here it is corrected with tape and with pins like the others.
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(4F)

 The next step is to compare your body measurement to 
the pattern measurements. (4C) Measure the length of 
the sleeve pattern, from the center of the sleeve cap to the 
hemline, omitting the sleeve cap seam allowance and the hem 
allowance. Check the shoulder-to-elbow and elbow-to-wrist 
proportions, as indicated by any markings for elbow darts 
or eased areas near the elbow. Compare these measurements 
to your arm measurements to see if any adjustments are 
necessary.
 Measure the width of the sleeve across the pattern, from 
one underarm point to the other, excluding seam allowances. 
On newer patterns this measurement is printed on the 
pattern tissue. 
 Add 2" (5cm) for comfort and ease to your upper arm 
measurement, and compare the total with the pattern width. 
TIP: Many patterns will have more than 2" (5cm) of ease. This extra 

amount, called design ease, provides the desired fashion look. In these 

cases, use the fashion sketch on the front of the pattern envelope, plus 

your common sense and personal taste as a guide to whether a width 

adjustment needs to be made.

Making Length Adjustments
Changing sleeve length is easy. How you go about it is affected 
by the sleeve design and the descriptive terms on your 
pattern. Most patterns have an adjustment line printed on 
the tissue. Some patterns have one adjustment line. Others, 
particularly closely-fitted, tapered, or bell shapes, will have 
two adjustment lines—one above and one below the elbow. 
If the sleeve has a fairly straight shape, the pattern may not 
include an adjustment line. Instead the pattern will advise 
you to make the required adjustment at the bottom edge. 
Note: Although the adjustments that follow show how to use 
two adjustment lines to shorten or lengthen a sleeve, some 
people may find that they need to shorten at one adjustment 
line and lengthen at the other line.
To shorten a sleeve:
Crease the pattern along the adjustment line and make a tuck 
with a depth half the amount needed to be shortened. Pin or 
tape the fold in place. If the sleeve has two adjustment lines, 
make tucks with depths one-fourth the required amount 
along each line. (4D)
To lengthen a sleeve:
Cut the pattern apart along the adjustment line. Pin or tape 
a piece of tissue paper to the cut edge of one pattern section. 
Measure and mark a distance from the cut edge equal to the 
amount required for lengthening. Match the cut edges of 
the other pattern sections to the markings. Make sure the 
lengthwise grainlines of the two sections are aligned, then 
pin or tape in place. If the sleeve has two adjustment lines, 
lengthen it half the required amount along each line. (4E)
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LARGE ARMS
If the sleeve of your fitting muslin pulls 
across the lower part of the sleeve cap 
(the bicep area), it’s because there is 
not enough wearing ease for the size of 
your arm. (4F)
To correct your fitting muslin:
 Slash the sleeve along the lengthwise 
grain from the top of the sleeve cap just 
to, but not through, the seam allowance 
at the hemline. 
 Insert a strip of muslin under the 
cut edges and spread the cut edges of 
the vertical slash so that the amount 
required is added where needed;  

pin in place. (4G)
 As you do this, a horizontal tuck 
may form on the muslin sleeve at this 
location. Baste the edges in place on the 
muslin insert. 
 Remove the stitching in the armhole 
area above the notches and release 
the sleeve cap until the sleeve hangs 
straight and smooth.
To transfer this adjustment to your pattern:
 Remove the sleeve from the fitting 
muslin and open the underarm seam.
 Slash the pattern along the 
lengthwise grain from the top of the 
sleeve cap just to, but not through, 

the armhole seam allowance and the 
hemline.
 Slash across the pattern, from one 
underarm point to the other, excluding 
the seam allowances. (4H)
 Place a piece of tissue paper under 
the cut edges. Spread the cut edges of 
the vertical slash the amount needed. 
As you do this, the edges of the 
horizontal slash will overlap. Pin or 
tape in place.
 Using the fitting muslin as a pattern, 
redraw the sleeve cap. (4I)

THIN ARMS
If the sleeve of your fitting muslin 
wrinkles and sags, it is because there 
is too much wearing ease for the size 
of your arm. (4J)
To correct your fitting muslin:
 Remove the stitching in the 
armhole above the notches.
 Fold the sleeve along the 
lengthwise grain from the top of the 
sleeve cap just to, but not through, 
the hemline. Remove the minimum 
amount necessary to improve the fit.
 Pull the sleeve cap up at the 
shoulder until the sleeve hangs 
straight and smooth. (4K)
To transfer this adjustment to your  
pattern:
 Adjust the sleeve pattern by 
making a lengthwise tuck in 
the pattern that duplicates the 
adjustment on your fitting muslin and 
redraw any cutting lines. (4L). ✂ 
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