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The Quilting Business Academy 
 

Longarm Design Conversation: A Step-by-Step Method 
Jackie’s Process of deciding what to longarm design to use on a quilt top 

 

Step 1 — Start With the Quilt’s Story  

When a customer (let’s call her Judy) brings in a quilt, the first thing I do is simply look at it 
with her. We admire it, she tells me the story behind it, and I listen closely. 

 

What I’m listening for 

• How important is this quilt to her? 

• Was it difficult or emotional to make? 

• Is she proud of it, frustrated with it, or relieved it’s done? 

• Is it a quick stash-buster or a once-in-a-lifetime heirloom? 

 

What I’m visually noticing 

• Color palette (soft, bold, modern, traditional) 

• Fabric mood (romantic florals, geometric moderns, outdoorsy prints, organic 
botanicals, novelty themes) 

• Repeating shapes (stars, circles, triangles, curves) 

• Scale (tiny prints vs. large-scale motifs) 

This first step tells me more than people realize. It sets the tone for every decision that 
follows. 
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Step 2 — Identify the Quilt’s Purpose 

If Judy hasn’t already said so, I ask: 

• Who is this quilt for? 

• Is it a gift? 

• Is it tied to a special event? 

• How will it be used? (bed, couch, baby, camper, wall hanging) 

A quilt for a toddler, a wedding, a memory quilt, or a show quilt all require different 
approaches. 

 

Step 3 — Clarify Judy’s Vision 

Now that I understand the quilt and its purpose, I ask: 

• What is your dream for this quilt? 

• Do you want simple, moderate, or more detailed quilting? 

• Do you prefer traditional, modern, whimsical, or elegant? 

 

By now, I know: 

• Who the quilt is for 

• The occasion 

• The quilt’s construction (log cabin, HSTs, applique, jelly roll, sampler, etc.) 

• Judy’s emotional attachment 

• Her style preferences 

This gives me a strong foundation to guide her toward the right design choices. 
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Step 4 — Read the Quilt’s Structure 

This is where longarmers shine. I evaluate the quilt itself: 

A. Is it busy with lots of color and little negative space? 

These quilts usually need simple, functional quilting. The stitching disappears into the 
fabric, which is exactly what you want. I reassure Judy that the texture will still show 
beautifully when the quilt is draped or folded. 

 

B. Is it precision-pieced or technically impressive? 

A more intricate design can highlight the craftsmanship.     

 

C. Are there solid or solid-reading areas? 

These are opportunities for more decorative quilting to shine. 

 

D. Does the quilt have a dominant shape language? 

• Lots of circles → consider straight lines or geometric designs 

• Lots of straight lines → consider curves or swirls 

• Organic prints → feathers, leaves, vines 

• Modern quilts → straight lines, matchstick, geometric edge-to-edge 

• Traditional quilts → feathers, crosshatching, wreaths 

 

E. Additional design considerations 

• Scale of quilting (dense vs. open) 

• Directionality (horizontal, vertical, diagonal, radiating) 

• Movement (does the design lead the eye or calm the quilt?) 

• Contrast (softening sharp piecing or adding structure to soft piecing) 

• Intended drape (bed quilts need softer quilting; wall hangings can handle density) 
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F. Choosing the Actual Quilting Design:    Let’s look at some designs together. 

By the time Judy and I get to this point, I’ve learned everything I need to guide her 
confidently. I know the quilt’s purpose, the story behind it, the mood of the fabrics, the 
construction style, and her personal preferences. With that foundation, choosing the 
design becomes much easier. 

Because I’ve quilted thousands of quilts, I can usually look at a top and immediately know 
which designs will work beautifully and which ones won’t. My job is to narrow the options, 
not overwhelm her with every pattern I own. I pull up a curated set of designs that fit what 
the quilt is asking for—usually three to five options—and we look at them together. 

As we review designs, I explain why each one works: 

• Does it echo shapes already in the quilt? 

• Does it provide contrast where the quilt needs balance? 

• Does it soften sharp piecing or add structure to loose piecing? 

• Does it match the quilt’s personality—modern, traditional, whimsical, elegant? 

• Will it enhance the quilt without overpowering the fabrics? 

My goal is to guide Judy toward the design that best supports her quilt’s story. I’m not 
choosing for her—I’m helping her see what the quilt is already telling us. And almost 
always, once she sees the right design, she knows it instantly. 

   

 

G.  When a Customer Says “Just Do Your Magic!” 

Every longarmer hears this at some point: “I don’t care, just do your magic — I trust you!” 
It’s one of the biggest compliments a customer can give, and it always makes me smile. But 
I’ll be honest — it also makes me a little nervous. My taste isn’t the same as anyone else’s, 
and I always want to be sure the design I choose feels right for their quilt, not just mine. 
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So when someone gives me full creative freedom, I still take a moment to think about the 
quilt’s story — who it’s for, how it will be used, and the feeling the maker wants it to carry. 
Those little clues help me choose a design that supports the quilt’s personality and honors 
the intention behind it. That way, even when I’m “doing my magic,” the quilt still reflects 
them. 

Step 5 — Choose the Batting 

I explain the differences of what I use, simply: 

• Hobbs 80/20: Most popular, soft drape, breathable, great for everyday quilts 

• Hobbs 6 oz Polyester: Lighter, warmer, loftier, great for kids, flannel, or T-shirt quilts 

General guidance: 

• Poly for heavy quilts (flannel, T-shirt) 

• Cotton for older recipients who prefer cooler quilts 

• Poly for kids (lighter and warmer) 

 

Step 6 — Select the Thread Color 

Most customers have a color in mind, but I expand their options. 

I pull several spools, unwind a bit, and lay them across the quilt. 

My thread rules of thumb 

• Avoid high contrast on light or solid fabrics 

• Grays and taupes are “magic” colors that blend beautifully 

• Choose a thread that looks good across most fabrics in the 
quilt 

• The goal is to enhance, not overpower 

 

A Note About Edge-to-Edge vs. Custom Quilting 

Most of my customers choose an edge-to-edge design—and for good reason. It’s beautiful, 
affordable, durable, and works on the vast majority of quilts. But every so often, a quilt 
comes in and my first reaction is, “Oh, WOW.” Something about it—the piecing, the color 
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placement, the negative space, the craftsmanship—tells me it deserves more than an 
allover design. When that happens, I talk with the customer about the possibility of custom 
quilting and explain the difference in both time and price. 

Custom quilting requires significantly more attention, planning, and hands-on time at the 
machine. It’s slow, detailed work, and because of that, it’s rarely the most profitable option 
for a longarm business. But sometimes a quilt truly earns that level of artistry, and when I 
see that, I feel a responsibility to let the customer know what their quilt is capable of. My 
goal is always to honor the maker’s hard work and help them choose the level of quilting 
that best elevates their quilt—not to upsell, but to guide them toward what the quilt itself is 
asking for. 

Step 7 — Confirm the Timeline:      “ When do you need it by?” 

If it’s a rush job, I can usually juggle my schedule. I encourage 
customers to call ahead when they know a deadline is coming so I 
can reserve a spot. 

 

Most Common Longarm Design Mistakes (and How to Avoid Them) 

After thousands of quilts, I’ve learned that the biggest design mistake longarmers make—
especially when they’re newer—is choosing a quilting design that’s too large. An 
oversized motif can swallow the piecing, blur the quilt’s structure, and leave the finished 
quilt feeling under-quilted or lacking definition. It’s much harder to recover from “too big” 
than “too small.” 

Occasionally, the opposite happens: the design is too small or too dense for the quilt’s 
purpose. A baby quilt doesn’t need heirloom-level density, and a bed quilt shouldn’t be 
quilted so tightly that it turns stiff. But in general, “too small” is far less common than “too 
large.” 

Another mistake I see all the time—both in new longarmers and in seasoned quilters who 
want to “get it right”—is overthinking the decision. Quilting design isn’t a test with one 
perfect answer. It’s more like seasoning food: there are many right choices. If the design 
enhances the quilt, supports the piecing, and fits the quilt’s purpose, it’s the right choice. 
Trust your eye, trust your experience, and trust the process you’ve built. 

The key is to choose a scale and style that supports the quilt’s personality and purpose. 
When in doubt, visualize the design stitched across a full block or border. If the motif 
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overwhelms the piecing or loses its shape when repeated, it’s too big. If it enhances the 
quilt’s rhythm and gives the eye a place to rest, you’re on the right track. 

And finally—give yourself some grace. You’re learning, growing, and building your instincts 
with every quilt that rolls onto your frame. When you feel yourself spiraling into doubt, take 
a breath and remind yourself: Keep It Simple & Confident. You’ve got the skills, you’ve got 
the eye, and you’ve absolutely got this. 

 

A Simple Decision Framework 

A quick reference guide: 

1. What is the quilt’s purpose? 

2. What is the customer’s vision? 

3. What does the quilt’s structure suggest? 

4. What level of quilting enhances (not competes with) the piecing? 

5. What batting supports the quilt’s use? 

6. What thread blends best across the quilt? 

7. Does this quilt call for edge-to-edge or custom? 

 

 

 

 

 

                         Bev’s Radiant Star               Carol’s Radiant Star 
                             Edge-to-Edge                                    Custom Work 

 
If you can, zoom in on these pictures – same quilt, see the different desires by the customer 
– both beautiful! 


