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Fit for purpose? Pattern cutting and seams in wearables development
This paper describes how group of practitioners and researchers are working across disciplines at Nottingham Trent University in the area of Technical Textiles. It introduces strands of ongoing enquiry centred around the development and application of stretch sensors on the body, focusing on how textile and fashion knowledge are being reflexively revealed in the collaborative development of seamful wearable concepts, and on the tensions between design philosophies as revealed by definitions of purpose.
The concept of seams has played an important role in wearables literature, used initially by researchers at Xerox Parc to describe desirable systems of disparate technologies working together to create seamless user experiences (Weiser 1994). Inherited from phenomenology and the Ubiquitous Computing ideals of transparency and disappearance, seamlessness has not been adopted wholesale by the wearables community. Rather, the phenomenological visibility of the technology, interactions with and through it, and the materiality of a system’s inputs and outputs, have become concerns of both interaction design theory and critical wearables practice (Chalmers et al 2003, Galloway 2004). 

In the meantime, purpose in design has recently been brought into question in the wearables literature, with many functionality led projects criticised for being opportunistic or lacking in aesthetic consideration (Hallnas & Redstrom 2006). Indeed, Starner suggested as long ago as 2001 that the wearables design process may benefit from being turned upside down in order to fully exploit the rich embodied knowledge of other disciplines (Starner 2001). 

This paper will discuss how an ongoing project, Aeolia, is negotiating these broad themes of seamfulness and purpose. The first section describes the team’s explicit focus on the texture, handle and form of embedded textile sensors without predetermined system outputs or use cases; section two reflects on the development of custom knitted stretch sensors for performance; and the final section discusses the current research direction, which seeks to exploit the literal gaps found in pattern cutting for fitted stretch garments to create experiential forms and potential interactions. In conclusion, the goals of fitness for purpose and seamlessness are interrogated and the potential for more integrated design processes, which may at first appear ‘upside down’, is demonstrated. 
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