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C AT E G O R Y  S P O T L I G H T

by Jennifer  Bringle

Cotton may be the fabric of our lives, but acrylic, 
polypropylene and olefin are the fabric of our 
outdoor lives—and they’re better than ever! 

Technological advances in the production process for 
these textiles have made nearly anything possible, from 
vibrant colors to rich, luxurious textures once only seen 
in indoor spaces.

And these new colors and textures provide the tools 
for a growing crop of big-name designers to create 
performance fabrics that offer a serious dose of style—
along with the requisite durability—to today’s design-
driven outdoor rooms.

On the following pages, we explore how the latest 
production innovations make indoor-style decorative 
fabrics like boucle and chenille possible in the outdoor 
realm. And for fabric newbies, we offer a quick primer 
on all the essential textile types. We even talk with some 
of the biggest design names in the industry on how the 
influence of designers has changed performance fabrics. 
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Years ago, the idea of 
putting a chenille or 
boucle or jacquard 

fabric outdoors was down-
right absurd, unless you 
wanted to destroy it. 

Fast-forward to today, and 
on patios and in backyards 
across the country, people 
are lounging on luxurious 
textiles that once only lived 
indoors. And while they have 
the look and feel of indoor 
styles, these fabrics boast the 
same durability and weather-
resistance as any other 
performance fabric. 

With innovations in the 
production of performance 
fabrics, coupled with the 
trend of creating outdoor 
rooms that mimic the style 
of indoor spaces, texture 
has become more important 
than ever in the world of 
weather-resistant textiles.

“The outdoor fabrics 
have become so decorative 
because of the attention on 
the outdoor room and people 
wanting it to be an extension 
of their home,” says Brenda 
Sewell-Bost, fabric designer 
and co-owner of design firm 

D2. “They want to decorate 
with fabrics like those in 
their indoor rooms; they want 
a mixture of colors, patterns 
and textures to give it that 
designer look.”

CREATING TEXTURE
Over the past couple of 
decades, fabric mills have 
advanced their technological 
capabilities to produce nov-
elty yarns such as chenille 
and boucle with solution-

dyed acrylic fibers. This has 
opened up the possibilities 
for fabric designers to create 
soft, supple fabrics that resist 
the elements.

“As the performance cat-
egory grows, yarn suppliers 
are recognizing the need for 
higher performance yarns 
with higher UV properties,” 
says Monica Thornton, senior 
designer, Phifer. “The chal-
lenge is to provide fresh styles 
that also meet the higher 

TACTILETEXTILES
C O L O R  A N D  PAT T E R N ?  P S H ,  T E X T U R E  I S  K I N G  I N  T O D AY ’ S  P E R F O R M A N C E  FA B R I C S

Rich colors and textures inspired by menswear trends figure 
prominently in Sunbrella’s latest offerings.
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Distressed looks, such as the Destin collection from 
Phifer, offer both visual and tactile texture.

Sunbury Textiles uses Sunbrella NOW yarns to create 
textured fabrics with a soft, supple hand.

expectations of wear in the 
performance category— 
UV-stable yarns that are 
multicolored, mottled and 
softly irregular are creating 
the most impact.” 

Texture also can be 
achieved in the finishing 
process of creating fabrics, 
via methods such as emboss-
ing or brushing to give the 
textile a suede-type feel, and 
through weaving effects, 
such as herringbones or 
jacquards.

While the word texture 
usually refers to the feel of 
the fabric, visual texture is 
just as important.

“Tactile texture has that 
high-low effect achieved with 
different weaves with novelty 
yarns,” Sewell-Bost explains. 
“The visual can be achieved 
in a very flat fabric with two 
different colors of yarn.”

And textures don’t always 
stand alone. Mixing both 
tactile and visual textures 
allows fabric companies to 
create an effect that appeals 
to multiple senses.

“It’s not just about one 
texture; it’s about many 
textures being used together 
as one, or the appearance 

of texture in multicolored 
mélange yarns or a boucle or 
a chenille,” says Greg Rosen-
dale, market manager of 
residential furniture fabrics, 
Sunbrella. “It’s about mixing 
tones and different textures 
together.”

TEXTURE TRENDS
Consumers and interior 
designers have plenty to play 
with when mixing textures, 
as fabric producers are roll-
ing out all sorts of textured 
designs that range from 
light to luxe.

In addition, the fashion 
world is creating two big 
trends: a distressed look 
inspired by menswear, and 
putting a new spin on tra-
ditional fabrics. “The linen, 
natural texture is the hottest 
thing on the market,” Rosen-
dale says. “It gives a really 
nice, soft look.” 

Plush fabrics such as 
boucle continue to be popular 
as well.

“We’ve seen a lot of 
boucles that have been intro-
duced,” says Karen Williams, 
designer and co-owner, D2 
design firm. “Not only solid 
color, but two-tone boucles 

that also give a different tex-
ture than just the solids.”

WORKING WITH TEXTURE
Just like colors and patterns, 
textures can add visual (and 
tactile) interest to an outdoor 
space. But it’s important for 
both consumers and retailers 
to know how to incorporate 
these fabrics to achieve the 
best effect. 

Like a bold color or pattern, 
a “less is more” approach is 
best when using textured 
fabrics. Similar to its more 
visually driven counterparts, 
texture adds a bit of “pop” to 
an otherwise subdued space.

“Layering fabrics, such as 
a texture with a plainer 
fabric, can help break up 
using too much texture,” 
says Michelle Clark, design 
director, Sunbury Textiles. 
“Textured throw pillows on 
top of a solid base cloth also 
works. A range of textured 
fabrics can also be used 
together if they are within 
the same color family.”

On the sales floor, tex-
tured fabrics give retailers a 
powerful tool to create a more 
luxurious, higher-end look in 
their vignettes. Even without 

the help of a professional 
designer, a retailer can 
achieve the “designer look” 
by incorporating textured 
fabrics into their displays.

“Build the drama and 
create the package,” Thorn-
ton says. “Market decorative 
pillow collections in relatable, 
coordinated pairs. Create 
value with fabric options, 
reversible items with a 
textured back and patterned 
face. Add decorative trims, 
contrast welt or unusual 
sizes to create designer styles 
when using low pattern and 
high texture.”

The most important thing 
for retailers to remember, 
though, is that while dazzling 
customers with the look and 
feel of these fabrics is part 
of the equation, selling the 
performance story that goes 
along with them is key to 
making the sale. 

“Even though they’re 
beautiful, they still have the 
solution-dyed qualities—
they’re bleach-cleanable, and 
the light-fastness is incred-
ible,” Sewell-Bost says. “The 
performance story is still 
there, and it definitely needs 
to be told.”  
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Solution-dyed acrylic? 
Warp and weft?  
Dobby? If this sounds 

like a foreign language, our 
handy fabric glossary is 
here to help. We give you the 
outdoor fabric basics so you’ll 
know your jute from your jac-
quard, and why hand is more 
than just an appendage. 

Abrasion: The surface  
wear of a fabric caused by 
rubbing and contact with 
another fabric.

Acrylic: A manufactured  
fiber with a wool-like hand. 
It’s also machine-washable.

Acrylic-coated polyester: 
Cotton-polyester and polyes-
ter blended fabric threads are 
woven and then dipped into 
an acrylic coating to color the 
fabric and add durability.

Bamboo fabric: A natural 
textile made of the pulp of 
bamboo grass. It’s light and 
strong with wicking and 
antibacterial properties.

Boucle: A knit or woven  
fabric with small curls or 
loops that create a nubby, 
knotted surface. 

Canvas: A strong, durable, 
closely woven cotton fabric.

Chenille: This soft fabric 
is created by placing short 
pieces of yarns between core 
yarns, then twisting the yarn 
together to make fabric. 

Cut yardage: A fabric 
or trimming ordered to a 
specific measurement, rather 
than by the piece. 

Dobby: This decorative 
weave is characterized by 
small figures, usually geo-
metric, that are woven into 
the fabric structure.

Double rubs: Abrasion 
test that evaluates fabric 
strength by a forward-and-
back rubbing motion (usually 
administered by a Wyzen-
beek or Martindale machine) 
to determine how many rubs 
a fabric can withstand before 
tearing. Heavy-duty fabrics 
suitable for commercial use 
rate at 30,000 double rubs or 
more, and residential fabrics 
rate at 15,000 double rubs, 
which is considered average.

Embroidery: Made by hand 
or machine, this embellish-
ment uses colored threads 
that are sewn onto the fabric 
to create a design. 

Hand: The quality of a  
fabric assessed by the sense 
of touch; the softness and 
pliability. 

Ikat: An Indonesian  
method of printing 
woven fabric by  
tie-dying warp or 
weft threads  
(or both) before  
weaving.

Jacquard: Fabric 
with an intricate 
pattern woven 
within.

Jute: A base fiber, 
chiefly made in 
India, used primar-
ily for cordage and 
binding threads in 
carpets and rugs.

Melange: A textured yarn 
produced with a mixture of 
raw and dyed fibers.

Microfibers: A very fine 
synthetic fiber that can be 
woven into textiles with the 
texture and drape of natural-
fiber cloth but with enhanced 
washability, breathability and 
water resistance. 

Olefin: A manmade fiber 
also referred to as poly-
ethylene or polypropylene 
(depending upon its chemical 
structure) that is manufac-
tured in a similar manner 
to polyester and nylon and 
generally solution-dyed.

Solution-dyed acrylic: 
Fabrics made with yarn that 
is dyed with a liquid acrylic 
solution before the fibers are 
woven into yarn. This process 
makes it color-fast and water-
resistant while still being soft 
and breathable.

Tensile strength: A mate-
rial’s resistance to breaking 
under tension.

Vinyl-coated synthetic 
fiber mesh: Vinyl-coated 
synthetic fiber mesh, also 
known as PVC mesh or sling 
fabric, is made of vinyl-coated 
polyester or acrylic yarn, 
along with other synthetics 
such as olefin and PVC, to 
make a durable, colorfast 
outdoor fabric.

Warp and weft: In weaving, 
warp is the lengthwise thread 
in a roll, while weft is the 
transverse thread. 

Wicking: To absorb or draw 
off water.  
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Bold patterns. Vibrant 
pops of color. Luxuri-
ous textures. While 

this could just as easily 
describe a fashion spread in 
Vogue, we’re talking perfor-
mance fabric here. And just 
as in the apparel industry, 
big-name designers are 
bringing a dose of high style 
to the once-beige world of 
outdoor fabrics.

Over the past couple of 
decades, a spate of revered 
designers—think Richard 
Frinier and Joe Ruggiero—
have partnered with outdoor 
fabric manufacturers to cre-
ate collections that push the 
boundaries of outdoor textile 
design. These collections 
translate the trends from the 
runway to the patio.

“I’ve always felt that fash-
ion and interior design are 
very closely related,” says Joe 
Ruggiero, who designs fabrics 
for Sunbrella. “When we look 
at the runways of New York, 
Milan and Paris, we see the 
trends, such as indigo—it 
has been very popular on the 
runway and now it’s very 
important in interior design.”

And like clothing, these 
fabrics allow consumers to 
express their individual style 
and create a look in their 
home that reflects their taste.

“Fabrics and finishes 
are the few options where 
a customer can personalize 
their furniture,” says Richard 
Frinier, who also designs 
for Sunbrella. “With this in 
mind, fabrics become their 
personal fashion statement.”

SETTERS
D E S I G N E R  I N F L U E N C E  U P S  FA S H I O N  Q U O T I E N T  F O R  O U T D O O R  FA B R I C

Innovations in performance fabric make possible textures such as this, in Richard Frinier’s 
Caravan collection for Sunbrella. 

The new Wesley Mancini collection for Altizer’s Al Fresco Functional Fabrics is their latest 
designer collaboration to hit the market. 

St ley
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NOTEWORTHY NAMES
At the recent ITA Showtime 
market in High Point, the 
Altizer showroom was abuzz 
with the latest introduction 
from its Al Fresco Functional 
Fabrics line—a collection 
by ITA Lifetime Achieve-
ment Award winner Wesley 
Mancini. The new line 
features 35 designs with bold 
patterns, rich textures and 
on-trend hues.

“I think both designers 
and the fashion industry have 
always had a huge influ-
ence over the entire textile 
industry,” says Todd Nifong, 
president/COO, Al Fresco 
Functional Fabrics. “With the 
acceptance and demand for 
outdoor performance fabrics, 
it’s a natural progression for 
talented designers to want to 
work with a new palette and 
create designs that may have 
been restricted in the indoor 
textile market.”

Sunbrella has long known 
the power of a good designer 
collaboration. The company 
partnered with Ruggiero— 
a veteran of both the apparel 
and interior design industries 
who has worked with every-
one from HGTV to Hubert 
de Givenchy—15 years ago. 
Nearly 500 fabric designs 
later, the relationship re-
mains strong, with the latest 
collection making its debut 
last month at Showtime. 

Ruggiero says these col-
lections have appeal because 
they encourage consumers to 
take risks and have fun with 
fabric by removing some of 
the guesswork. 

“A designer provides a 
roadmap—they have their 
particular vision and style,” 
he says. “It gives a consumer 
or interior designer a point 
of view.”

Sunbrella also has a long-
standing partnership with 
designer and AHFA Hall of 
Famer Richard Frinier—a 
collaboration that has netted 

the two multiple awards 
throughout the years. Ac-
cording to Frinier, designers 
bring a fresh viewpoint not 
only to consumers, but also 
to the fabric companies with 
whom they partner.

“As a consultant, I offer 
a perspective or opinion that 
may otherwise be over-
looked,” Frinier says. “As for 
my fabric designs, I start with 
what’s missing, what haven’t 
we done, or what else can we 
do with this fiber?”

And just as they encour-
age consumers to embrace 
color and texture, these 
designers do the same for 
the furniture companies 
they work with. Take Laurie 
Jenkins of Laurie Bell fab-
rics. Jenkins partners with 
furniture companies such as 
Kannoa and Low Country 
Originals to create exclu-
sive fabric designs for their 
collections. Jenkins believes 
designers push furniture 

companies to see beyond 
basic brown and elevate the 
look of their furniture with 
bold textiles.

“We’re fabric-driven,” she 
says. “If you’re a furniture 
company, you’re putting the 
furniture out there first and 
fabric is second. But we base 
it all on fabric, and then base 
the whole story around that.”

TEXTILE TECH
The advancement of 
materials is behind much of 
the designer trend in perfor-
mance fabrics. Production 
innovation means textiles 
that once were stiff and 
bland now offer texture and 
color that rivals anything 
indoors. Novelty yarns such 
as boucle and chenille are 
now made with solution-dyed 
acrylic, making an interior-
style hand just as durable as 
a stiff marine fabric.

“The evolution of perfor-
mance fabrics is inspiring 

contract and hospitality 
designers to exceed industry 
standards and residential 
manufacturers to provide 
both luxury and perfor-
mance, as well as elevating 
casual furnishings to be the 
fashion statement—indoors 
or outside,” Frinier says.

And these designer col-
lections have helped raise 
the profile of performance 
fabrics, illustrating their 
versatility and making them 
a viable choice for indoor 
spaces as well as outdoors.

“When you’d mention 
Sunbrella in the early years, 
people would be like, ‘No, I’m 
doing interiors,’” Ruggiero 
says. “But that has totally 
changed because with the 
technological advances, 
many of the fabrics look like 
silk chenille and damask—
the hand is so wonderful on 
these fabrics.”

For retailers selling these 
fabrics, designers stress 
that education is essential 
when approaching a skepti-
cal consumer who doesn’t 
understand the pricing of 
performance textiles.

“The fabrics are expensive 
relative to indoor upholstery, 
but they also hold up so 
much better,” Jenkins says. 
“It’s important that people 
understand that value 
proposition.”

And as the blending of 
indoor and outdoor spaces 
continues to trend, designer 
collections that offer the 
level of style found in interior 
textiles will only continue to 
grow in popularity.

“Indoor-outdoor living 
is part and parcel of the 
country we live in,” Ruggiero 
says. “Now that you can have 
a fabric that looks like a fine 
damask, that can live in the 
baking sun all year round 
and not have to be brought 
inside, that has helped us 
become more elegant.” Even 
more reason to go outside.  

Laurie Bell fabrics partnered with Low Country Originals to create 
custom fabrics for the company’s oversized porch swings.

Today’s performance fabrics, such as this Sunbrella collection from 
Joe Ruggiero, are just as at home inside as they are outdoors.


