YARN SUBSTITUTIONS
QUICK REFERENCE

Rarely do we use the exact yarn a pattern
suggests, which means we’re often juggling
the particulars of various substitutions to
determine which one will work best. Here’s
a quick cheat sheet to help you choose
wisely.
 Consider the source. Look closely at
the type of yarn the pattern recommends.
Is it animal fiber, plant fiber or something
else? Is it superwash or is it not? If you want
results that are most similar to the results in
the pattern, the first thing to do is look for
a fiber that is similar to the kind of fiber the
pattern recommends. Do you HAVE to use
the same kind of fiber? No. But consider
the qualities of the suggested fiber and
look for a substitution that will give you
something similar.
 Consider the why. When you look for
a substitution with similar characteristics
to the suggested yarn, it helps to think of
the why. Is the garment supposed to have
drape? Does it have intricate stitch details
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that might be hidden with certain kinds of
yarn?
 Consider the yardage. Yarn weight can
be misleading. Rather than judging a yarn
weight by its description (DK, worsted,
sport, fingering), look closely at the yardage
to weight ratio. If the pattern suggests yarn
that is 400 yards to 100 grams (i.e fingering
weight), look for yarn that closely matches
this same yardage and weight. If you use
yarn that measures 320 yards in 100 grams
or 480 yards in 100 grams you’re likely to
get very different results for gauge (not to
mention the type of fabric it produces). Try
to find a substitute that is very close to the
yardage/weight of the recommended yarn,
and take that one step further by swatching
to be sure. The more factors that vary from
the original yarn, the more double checking
you’ll need to do (i.e. swatching!) to make
sure your selection is going to work.
...continued on next page
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 Swatch. Always. When in doubt,
swatch. And before you start knitting
your sweater, swatch. Swatching might
be less important when you’re knitting a
shawl, but before you put 60-120 hours (or
more) into knitting a sweater, be sure you
start on the right foot. You can read more
about swatching recommendations in this
handout, but here are the most important
takeaways:
1. Knit your swatch larger and longer than
the pattern gauge suggests. (Meaning,
if you need 21 stitches and 31 rows in 4
inches, then knit your swatch 30 stitches
and about 40 rows before you bind off.)
2. Wet block your swatch by soaking it in
lukewarm water for at least 20 minutes,
pressing out excess water and pinning it
flat until dry.
3. Measure the interior of the swatch,
away from the sides. This will allow
you to measure whole stitches and
get the most accurate result. If your
swatch doesn’t fit gauge – especially
stitch gauge – try swatching again with
a different size needle. Read the full
handout on gauge (linked above) for
additional swatching details. Swatching
is one of the most important things you
can do to make sure you are using the
right yarn and needles for the job, and
that you’ll end up with a sweater you love
that fits.
Making yarn substitutions gets easier the
more you do it. The important thing is
to remember that gauge is the final and
most important factor that will ensure
your success. The further you go from the
recommended yarn, the more necessary it
is to swatch and adapt to compensate for
the differences.
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Troubleshooting
1. Your yarn gets gauge, but the fabric
looks and feels too loose. Most often
this happens because you’ve selected
a yarn that is too thin/lightweight for
the job, and/or the fiber doesn’t bloom
to fill the space as well as the yarn the
pattern recommends. You’ll see this often
when choosing a superwash merino or
plant fiber as a substitution for a natural
“crunchy” wool. Solution: You may need
to go with a slightly heavier yarn (fewer
yards per 100 grams) in order to help the
stitches fill the space more evenly.
2. Your yarn gets gauge, but the fabric feels
too dense and heavy. This can happen
when your yarn substitution is a bit too
heavy for the project. Look for yarn that
is just a little bit lighter weight (i.e. has
more yards in 100 grams).
3. Your gauge swatch has too many stitches
in 4 inches when compared to the
pattern gauge (i.e. the pattern requires
21 stitches in 4 inches, but your swatch
has 24 stitches). Try swatching again with
a larger needle (or two sizes larger) and
keep going up in needle size until your
gauge matches the pattern gauge. If you
end up with the issue in #1, then you may
need to consider a different yarn choice.
4. Your gauge swatch has too few stitches
in 4 inches when compared to the
pattern gauge (i.e. the pattern requires
21 stitches in 4 inches, but your swatch
has 18 stitches). Try swatching again with
a smaller needle (or two sizes smaller)
and keep going down in needle size until
your gauge matches the pattern gauge.
If you end up with the issue in #2, then
you may need to consider a different yarn
choice.
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