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Fashion is a powerful way to explore identity, culture and celebrate differences. “Clothing choices can reflect personal tastes, beliefs, values and cultural backgrounds, making fashion a powerful tool for expressing one's identity” (Das, 2023). Despite the importance of fashion, there are few options for disabled people. According to Keely Cat-Wells, founder of a disabled talent agency; “Disabled people constitute the largest minority group in the world, yet are the most underserved and underrepresented,” (Cat-Wells, 2021). In the UK alone there are 16.0 million disabled people, which is 24% of the population (Kirk-Wade, 2023). This includes people with hidden disabilities who may also require adaptive clothing.  For example, people with sensory issues, disabilities with motor skills and people who wear hidden medical equipment such as catheter or colostomy bag. Additionally, different body shapes such as amputees with or without prosthetics, people with dwarfism or gigantism, women who have had mastectomies, and people with differently shaped bodies as a result of their disability or medical condition find it difficult to get clothing that fits them. 
This essay will explore this issue in relation to accessible clothing for all ages and sizes, with a focus on real-life experiences of people who need adaptive clothing.  It will go on to look at companies that are already designing adaptive clothing to examine what they are doing and what more can be done. As a resolution to this problem in design, there will be examples of original designs for people with various fashion needs. 

Disabled people often face an unofficial ‘tax’ to pay for items that make them independent.  This often includes having to pay for alterations in clothing, especially for anyone with a body that is different from the ‘ableist, straight-sized norm’ (Haines, 2021). “...in a world so innovative in the genius of design... we should question why design that benefits disabled people, such as adaptive clothing is not the norm” (Brownlees, 2019 p.1).  This lack in adaptive clothing creates additional barriers for disabled people in engaging in their society. “For people with disabilities, the lack of adaptive clothing is not just a burden, it is a barrier for community participation" (Social Work Today, 2023). This could be lack of available cultural or religious clothing that can be worn, fewer clothing options available to suit the style and taste of the individual, or an absence of appropriate clothing available certain professions, such as comfortable smart clothing or adaptable uniforms.  To counter this, Alison Kabel, who is a health professional identified a need for innovation in accessible clothing including the designing stage, producing the clothes, distributing and selling (Social Work Today, 2023). There are many factors to consider with the design of adaptive clothing.  Textile and apparel manager Kerrie McBee-Black, identified three basic categories for clothing related barriers for disabled people based on the research results from a focus group.  These categories are sensory, mechanical or functional and cultural (Social Work Today, 2023).

Sensory issues for clothing is mainly focused on touch (Kabel et.al. 2016). Many people who are autistic or have obsessive compulsive disorder have sensory issues with their clothing. This can also affect people with sensory processing disorder (SPD), attention deficit disorder, or developmental delays (Arky, 2023). A solution to this could be different fabrics to accommodate sensory issues.  Washing product Vanish have launched an advert to explain how important it is for some people to have familiar clothing as a comfort; “[for] many autistic people, familiar clothing can be a lifeline” (Vanish UK, 2023; fig.1). With this in mind, it is important to have long-lasting material due to maintenance.  Although SPD is a hidden disability, people who wear medical equipment may also face sensory issues with their clothing where the clothes rub.  

The brand Vans prides itself on self-expression and individuality.  In their recent campaign to increase awareness in autism, Vans have designed ‘sensory inclusive footwear’.  These are described as “ultra-comfortable... with sensory-inclusive elements” (Vans, 2020). This shows an awareness of sensory needs in the fashion industry, but it is still on a small scale compared to the size of the market.   

[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc153531444]Figure 1 : Me, My Autism & I (film still), Vanish & Ambitious about Autism by Vanish UK (2023)

Mechanical and functional barriers with clothing refers to difficulties with fastenings such as zips, laces, or buttons.  This could affect people with limited motor skills, dyspraxia, arthritis, down syndrome, people with physical impairments such as missing or fused digits from ectodermal dysplasia (Ectodermal Dysplasia Society, 2023), or upper limb amputation.  Furthermore, people who are visually impairment may find buttons and other fiddly fastenings difficult. It could also refer to mismatched clothing sizes to body proportions, which is something that could affect people with Dwarfism, Down Syndrome or skeletal disorders such as Acromesomelic Dysplasia or Marfan syndrome (Khan et al., 2016; NHS, 2023), as having a body that differs from what the fashion industry considers to be the norm could make it difficult to get into clothes. 
A social media influencer with cerebral palsy describes how he cannot get stylish shoes as his physical condition makes trainers wear down quickly but hard-wearing boots make his disability worse.  ‘If there were fashionable shoes that were designed to be more hardwearing, it would be great’ (Joe Bird cited in Jordan, 2021 p.1).
Mindy Scheirer, the founder of an adaptive clothing brand discussed how she began by adapting clothes for her son who was born with muscular dystrophy.  Due to his leg braces and his difficulty with buttons and zips, he was unable to wear jeans like his peers. Her son stated that adaptive clothing is “all about opportunity and the chance for people like me and people my age to express themselves through fashion like any able-bodied person,” he said. “It says a lot about who I am on the inside, and adaptive clothing allows me to do that” (Oliver Scheirer, cited in Italie, 2023).
As well as physical disabilities, people with medical conditions often struggle with the function and mechanics of clothing. Leanne Thompson shared her experience of living with medical tubes coming out of her body and how clothing restricts her access to them.  The article describes how she “is sometimes forced to remove her clothes in order to access them in public... but the lack of clothing available for people with disabilities makes the process very difficult” (Jordan, 2021 p.1). When discussing the clothes she wears, she states that “trying to find outfits that provide every day comfort is practically impossible” (Thompson cited in Jordan, 2021 p.1). This shows that people who need to carry medical equipment such as feeding tubes are forced to wear unappealing clothes due to lack of options, as they have to wear items that can hold or allow access to medical apparatus.  In cases of dialysis for example, the clothing must allow access to their dialysis site and blood pressure cuff. The clothing must also be able to allow for changes in weight and to hide blood stains.  This limits fashion options for people with certain medical conditions (McAndrews & Brooks, 2022).
Wearing a prosthetic limb can limit clothing choices due to the size of the socket that attaches to the body.  When talking about her prosthetic leg, Erica Cole stated that “my calf was more of the size of my thigh” (Cole cited in Italie, 2023). This meant that she was limited to ‘sweat pants’ that were too big or shorts because she was unable to get any other clothes to fit over the top of her prosthetic.
A potential solution for these barriers could be accessible fasteners such as magnets or poppers, and Velcro. Magnetic fastenings would be useful for people who do not have full use of their hands. 
When considering designing for adaptive clothing, people with disabilities and medical conditions should be included in the design process.  This can help designers understand what to include, such as access points for callosotomy bags, tubing and medical ports. Pull-on loops at the sides of skirts and trousers could be useful for dressing without help. Shoes should also be designed with braces or prosthetics in mind. Italie (2023) recommends that some trousers should have a higher rise in the back wheelchair users. The brand ASOS created a wheelchair-friendly jumpsuit in 2018 (Haines, 2021). However, this was created in partnership with British Paralympian Chloe Ball-Hopkins and they have not designed any more adaptive clothing since (Jordan, 2021 p.1). 
For cultural barriers, this could include limited fashion that can be worn alongside a physical difference, or difficulty wearing certain religious items.  For instance, in many Muslim, Jewish and orthodox Christian religions women cover their hair with scarves (Hume, 2013).  These can be difficult to tie or wrap around for people with disabilities. Jordan (2021) stares that “not being able to dress appropriately for a variety of roles means they will continue to struggle to access jobs and mentally suffer from being ‘trapped’ in restrictive clothing” (p.1). In addition, countries have different climates that could cause difficulties with finding suitable adaptative clothing.  For instance, in cold countries, thick clothing might be difficult to get on over certain medical equipment, and people with mobility issues. In warm countries, thinner fabrics highlight differences such as prosthetics, medical equipment etc.  To address these issues, there needs to be a shift towards normalising adaptive clothing (Haines, 2021).

There are some brands such as Tommy Hilfiger, Slick Chicks, Nike and The Able Label already cater for people with disabilities, but the higher price range of these brands make them inaccessible to some (Jordan, 2021). Tommy Hilfiger has been using adaptive features such as magnetic buttons, and Velcro closures as part of their disability-friendly collection (Haines, 2021). 
Nike have produced shoes that could benefit people with disabilities. Their Go FlyEase shoe is credited as “the first hands-free sneaker ever made” (Haines, 2021). However, these shoes were a limited release and only available to Nike members, meaning they were not accessible to all. 
Slick Chicks designs accessible clothing with different fastenings such as “side-fastening panties” (Slick chicks, 2023). These are useful items but are more expensive than similar items without the accessibility feature.  
M&S and Asda have launched affordable adaptive clothing suitable for hidden disabilities, but these are only for children.  These options are only available online. Furthermore, there are no high street shops in the UK that offer adaptive clothing (Jordan, 2021). Although access to online shops is essential for people who cannot go shopping physically or mentally, this is not accessible for everyone. Some people need to feel the fabrics to see if they will be suitable for sensory and physical needs, or simply enjoy the experience of shopping.   

One reason for the problem, despite an increased awareness of different fashion needs, could be lack of understanding what is required in inclusive or adaptive clothing. When conducting research for her own inclusive fashion brand, Mindy Scheirer noted that “brands were so afraid to get into the space for fear of doing it wrong…” (Scheirer, 2023). This is because people with disabilities are not often included in the formation of clothes designed for them. Haines (2021) states that “many companies send adaptive pieces into production without testing them on disabled people first and default to particular adaptive clothing features… without thinking through the functionality”.  Failure to include the target market in the design suggests these brands are trying to tick a box for being inclusive without putting in the required research and effort. To create useable and desirable inclusive clothes, companies must understand customer’s needs. 

A solution to this problem is to not only consider disabled people when designing clothes, but also to communicate with and include them in the process.  O’Sullivan-Abeyratne stated that the industry is “not going to change overnight... but even if one of these small ideas sticks with someone, they will accumulate and help shape the future” (cited in Farra, 2021).

The following designs are for adaptive clothing that considers the needs of various disabilities. The conception of these designs came after consulting several people with disabilities including a wheelchair user. To avoid sensory issues, there are no tags. This also helps to avoid irritation in people with sensitive skin, so they can all be worn without something underneath. In place of tags, the customer will have the details of the item printed on digital and paper receipts.  All items will be available online and on the high street to cater for different abilities.  




Blue dress  
[image: image/jpeg]
[bookmark: _Toc153531445]Figure 2: Blue Dress (2023) own design
This is a one-sleeve for amputees, people with medical equipment attached to an arm such as diabetes box, or cannulas. It is available in all sizes and different colours. The fabric is stretchy to account for different body shapes.  To suit different needs, this dress will be available as a right arm or left arm dress.  To address the lack of formal wear in inclusive clothing, this is an occasion dress for prom, weddings, parties etc. It has an in-built bust support to allow the wearer to go braless, so that the strapless side of the dress does not expose bra straps.  The reason for making a dress with one sleeve is so the remaining arm can be covered for warmth.  
[image: image/jpeg]Trousers [bookmark: _Toc153531446]Figure 3: Trousers (2023) own design


These trousers come with poppers to detach part of the leg in two different places; above and below the knee. The primary target market for these trousers would be people with lower limb differences such as amputees.  The detachable feature in different places allows wearers to customise the leg based on their needs.  Elastic waist makes them easier to put on and provides comfort when sitting in a wheelchair. The four pockets are to hold things that everyone carries such as wallet, keys and phone, and extra pockets for medications, paperwork about their condition or wishes if hospitalised etc. No pockets on the back means they are reversable, so the trousers can be worn whichever way is relevant for the limb loss.  Pockets on the side instead of at the back also makes it more comfortable for wheelchair users as they do not have to sit on them. Being reversable makes them sustainable as they can be donated and worn by others with limb loss on the other leg. Furthermore, being reversable means fewer need to be produced compared to trousers that have an adaptability feature on one leg, as they would have to be manufactured the same number in left orientation and in right.  These will be available in different colours and can be made in denim so they can be dressed up as smart or dressed down.
Tartan shirt
[image: image/jpeg]
[bookmark: _Toc153531447]Figure 4: Tartan shirt (2023) own design
This shirt has magnetic fastening for easier closing for people with mobility issues, and coordination difficulties in lining up buttons.  Designed to look smart for various occasions, filling the gap for desirable fashion instead of purely functional fashion.  Short sleeves allow for more freedom and access to medical apparatus on the arm. 
The fabric is cotton to avoid skin irritation, similar to clothes by Eczema Clothing who stated that cotton is “soft yet durable and washable at high temperatures" (Eczema Clothing, 2023). 

Orange skirt
[image: Image preview]
[bookmark: _Toc153531448]Figure 5: Orange Skirt
Elastic waist to make the skirt easier to put on as it can be put on from top or bottom. It also allows more comfort when sitting. The fabric is a sensory-friendly, soft fabric. It includes pockets to hold items that everyone carries such as wallet, keys and phone, and extra pockets for medications, paperwork about their condition or wishes if hospitalised etc. The skirt can be dressed up or down depending on taste and occasion. 

To conclude, this essay has addressed the problem of limited fashion available for disabled people.  For a lot of disabled people, loungewear is their only option for comfort and dignity, but this means they may struggle to fit in socially or access certain jobs that require a uniform or smart clothing.  

Many brands have attempted to bridge the gap in adaptive clothing, but there is not enough involvement with their target market to make it effective. My own designs are a starting point based on the initial research into what people with different abilities and bodies may need.  For this idea expand, it is important to involve people who need various types of adaptive clothing in the design process by asking their opinions and getting feedback.  
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