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Needle felting is a craft technique where wool fibers are
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Basically, it is a method of sculpting with wool using a
stabbing motion with a needle to tangle the fibers together.

History

Needle felting is a relatively modern craft that originated in the
mid-20th century as an offshoot of industrial techniques used to
create non-woven textiles. The process relies on barbed needles
initially designed for use in industrial felting machines to entangle
fibers mechanically. These needles were repurposed by craft
enthusiasts to sculpt wool into three-dimensional (3D) shapes,
giving rise to the art form we know today. The exact origins of
needle felting as a handcraft are unclear. Still, it gained significant
popularity in the 1980s and 1990s, particularly among fiber
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in the glossary at the end
of this Idea Starter

PLAN YOUR PROJECT

Use this idea starter AND
publication 4-H 365
Self-Determined Project Guide
as the starting place for your
4-H self-determined project.
The Self-Determined Project
Guide is available from your
county OSU Extension office
or on the Web at
ohio4h.org/selfdetermined.
You may choose to do a little
or a lot depending on your
level of interest. Be sure
to register your project
with your county OSU
Extension office.

THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY
EXTENSION

ohio4h.org


http://ohio4h.org/selfdetermined

The craft’s popularity has continued to grow due

to its accessibility and creative potential. Artists
sculptures, from lifelike animals to abstract designs,
by repeatedly stabbing the fibers to compact and
shape them. Needle felting has spread worldwide,
supported by workshops, online tutorials, and
specialized tools catering to beginners and advanced
practitioners. Its simplicity and artistic freedom have
made it a beloved medium for those passionate
about fiber arts.

Planning

When planning your needle feeling project, choose
a practical design that fits your experience level. If
you are making a needle feeling figurine for the first
time, choose something simple, such as a snowman,
a pumpkin, a lamb, or a penguin. Use no more than
three colors to start with then expand as you

gain experience.

After completing your first project and
understanding the technique and design, you can
create anything you like. The possibilities are endless.
Keep in mind that simple is often beautiful. A
complex project is not necessarily better.
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Start by buying a simple kit to learn the basic techniques of
needle felting

What You Need to Get Started

O Felting Wool. Some wool felts better than others.
Look for wool specifically recommended for
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work with.

O Felting Needles. These needles have tiny barbs
that help the wool fibers lock together. Needles
come in different sizes and shapes for forming,
detailing, and smoothing. A star 36 needle is a
great all-purpose choice.

O Foam or Wool Mat. A felting mat provides a
surface to work on and protects your needles
from breaking.

O Basic Felting Kit (optional). A beginner-friendly
felting kit with instructions, wool, and needles
can help you learn the basics before creating your
own designs.




Choosing Your Wool

Sheep naturally produce wool, making it one of the
most renewable resources. However, how wool is
harvested and processed matters deeply. Some
operations prioritize speed and cost over
eco-friendliness or animal welfare, resulting in wool
produced without the integrity and sustainable
sourcing many crafters care about.

The type of wool you use is very important. Choose
coarse to medium-coarse wool, such as Romney,
Corriedale, or Icelandic, which felts easily. Avoid
using soft, slippery fibers like Merino or alpaca, as
they take much longer to felt and can be frustrating
for beginners.

Safety first! Felting needles are very sharp and
should be used with caution. Always work slowly,
keep your fingers out of the way, and your eyes on
what you are doing. A leather finger guard can help

prevent accidental pokes.

Getting Started

Watch this video to learn more about basic needle
felting. youtube.com/watch?v=PnkVLApVejc

O Practice with basic shapes. Start by rolling a
small amount of wool into a loose ball and gently
stabbing it with your felting needle. As you work,
keep turning the wool to shape it evenly.

O Use cookie cutters for shaping. Cookie cutters
can help create uniform shapes. Place wool inside
the cutter and felt it down, keeping your needle at
an angle to avoid breaking it on the metal edges
of the cookie cutter.

O Learn how wool felts. Notice how the fibers
tighten as you continue felting. Try adding more
wool to build up a shape or using different needle
sizes to refine details.

O Connect two shapes together. Needle felting
sculptures are made by creating separate parts
and attaching them. Try making two small, felted
balls, then place them together and stab where
they touch. The wool fibers will tangle and hold
the pieces together. This technique is used when
making animals, dolls, and other 3D figures.

Keep your project from sticking. If you felt too
long in one area without moving your wool, it may
stick to your felting mat. As you work, lift and turn
your project frequently or peel it up gently to keep
it from getting stuck.

Be patient. Needle felting takes time, especially if
you want firm, smooth, and detailed sculptures.
Rushing the process can lead to uneven shapes
and a fuzzy surface. The more you stab, the firmer
and more polished your project will become.

Start with small projects. Begin with simple
designs like a felted ball, heart, or a basic animal
shape before moving on to more complex
sculptures.
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As you gain confidence, explore different felting
techniques, such as blending colors, adding textures,
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designs. Needle felting is a rewarding craft, but it
requires patience and practice. Stick with it, and you
will see your skills improve with every project.

Use the following milestones to determine your skill
level. Once you have mastered the beginning skills,
move on to the next level.

Beginning Milestones

O Learn how to safely use a felting needle and avoid
breaking it.

O Understand how different types of wool felt and
choose the right kind for your projects.

O Create basic shapes like balls, cylinders, and
flat pieces.

O Use cookie cutters to make uniform felted shapes.

O Connect two or more pieces of felted wool to
form a simple sculpture, such as a snowman or
basic animal.

Intermediate Milestones
O Create a 3D project with at least three separate
felted parts.

O Experiment with adding color using different wool
shades.

O Learn to refine shapes by felting from different
angles, felting more firmly in areas to create
indentations or felting very lightly.

O Avoid finishing before your project is firmly felted
and holds its shape well.

O Explore different textures by using curly wool
locks or blending fibers.

Advanced Milestones
O Design and create your own original needle felted
sculpture.

O Experiment with armatures (wire frameworks) to
create posable or structured figures.

O Create a detailed project with fine features (like
facial expressions or tiny details).

O Learn how to finish and smooth your work for a
professional look.

O Share your work by exhibiting it at a fair,
competition, or craft show.
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COMMON QUESTIONS

Q. Does it matter what wool | use?

Yes, the type of wool you use for needle felting
makes a big difference. Some wools, like coarse or
slick fibers, do not felt easily. Others are ideal due to
their superior felting qualities. Using the right wool
can make your felting experience smoother and your
finished creations more detailed and durable.

Q. Do | need to use a special needle?

Yes, using a special needle is essential for needle
felting. Unlike regular sewing needles, felting needles
are barbed and designed to tangle the wool fibers as
you stab them, causing the wool to bind together and
form shapes. There are different types of felting
needles, like star or triangle shapes, and varying
sizes, each suited for different tasks, from adding fine
details to shaping larger areas. For most projects, a
versatile needle like a star 36 is a great choice, as it
works well for both shaping and detail work.

Q. What type of needle felting cushion is best?

For needle felting, you need a cushion to protect
your needles and your work surface. The best type
depends on your needs.

O Foam pads. Affordable and lightweight, but they
break down over time.

O Wool felting mats. Durable, eco-friendly, and
provide a firm surface for felting. They last longer
than foam.

O Brush mats. Made of stiff bristles, they help
prevent felting too deeply but may not work as
well for shaping.



A wool felting mat is the best long-term option for
most projects, but beginners often start with foam
pads. Choose one that provides enough support
while allowing your needle to penetrate easily.

Q. Which kit should | choose?

When choosing a felting kit, look for high-quality
wool and clear instructions. Some types of wool,
like Merino, can be too fine and will not felt easily,
making the process frustrating. Kits with the right
wool and detailed guidance ensure better results,
especially for beginners.

Pick a kit that sparks your creativity and matches
your experience level.

AREAS OF INTEREST AND
THINGS TO DO

Every self-determined 4-H project can be broken
down into areas of interest. These are the specific
things members want to address during their project
adventures. Using 4-H 365 Self-Determined Project
Guide, identify at least three areas of interest with at
least three activities per area to explore. Take your
ideas from the list below or make up your own.

Understanding Wool and Materials

O Research different types of wool and their felting
properties. Create a display to compare their
advantages and disadvantages.

O Visit a local farm or fiber mill to learn about wool
production and processing.

O Experiment with felting wool from different
breeds of sheep to see how the different felting
wools perform. Share what you learn with your
project helper.

O Study the color wheel to see how thread
and background colors can enhance each
other. Watch the video at youtube.com/
watch?v=1EUeAeeOqN8 to learn more about the
basic colors and their relationships to one another.

Developing Needle Felting Techniques

O Practice basic shapes (balls, cylinders) to master
felting fundamentals.

O Create a small project, like an animal or ornament,
to learn shaping and detailing techniques.

O Make a poster to teach others how to start with
a simple needle felting design. Share your poster
with your club or group.

O Explore advanced techniques like blending colors
or adding fine details to a project.

Sharing and Teaching Needle Felting

O Create a display showing the tools, materials, and
process of needle felting.

O Teach a needle felting workshop for your club or a
community group.

O Document your projects in a portfolio or journal to
share what you learn.

O Demonstrate your craft to your friends, family, or
club members.

O Find at least one other needle felting artist,
perhaps at a local craft show. Interview them
about their experiences with needle felting. Write
a brief summary of your interview.

Designing and Creating Original Projects

O Sketch and plan your own needle felting design,
such as a custom animal or scene. Share your
design with your project helper.

O Enter your original creation in a local exhibit or
local art competition to showcase your work.

O Experiment with combining needle felting with
other crafts, like embroidery.
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GLOSSARY

extending backwards from the main point of the
needle. The barb prevents the needle from being
easily extracted from the wool.

RELATED RESOURCES

There are many online resources for needle felting
tutorials and for needle felting supplies. Here are a
few. No endorsement from The Ohio State University
for products shown is intended or implied.

Around the Table Yarns. aroundthetableyarns.com
Bear Creek Felting. bearcreekfelting.com
Etsy.com

Felted Sky. feltedsky.com

Hawthorn Handmade. hawthornhandmade.com
Living Felt. feltingsupplies.livingfelt.com
Pinterest.com

Woolbuddy.com

Unless otherwise noted all images are courtesy of Bear Creek Felting.

Ohio State University Extension is part of The Ohio State University College of Food, Agricultural, and Environmental Sciences.

CFAES provides research and related educational programs to clientele on a nondiscriminatory basis. For more information,
visit cfaes.osu.edu/nondiscrimination. For an accessible format of this publication, visit cfaes.osu.edu/accessibility.
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