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INDIVIDUALIZED ADAPTATION OF CLOTHES FOR IMPAIRED PERSONS

A Comparison of Two Groups with and without Experience of Adapted Clothes
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ABSTRACT. Impaired persons often have difficulties
in obtaining suitable clothing. Questionnaires on this
subject were sent to a consecutive series of impaired
persons. Group 1 (n=350) had received adapted clothes
and group 2 (n=81) had not. Questionnaire A (both
groups) contained general questions on clothes and
questionnaire B (Group 1) contained questions on
adapted clothes. The result of the study shows a sig-
nificant difference (p<0.01) between the need for
adapted clothing in group 1 and group 2. No significant
difference was found between the groups regarding the
reason for obtaining and using adapted clothes. It was
difficult for 94% in group 1 and 85% in group 2 to
obtain clothes which were suitable for the individual’s
impairment and which made their daily activities easi-
er. In group 1 the adapted garments were of most value
when dressing and undressing (86 %). They also re-
duced the time needed, by 31% for the individual, by
43 % for a helper; and by 62 % when going to the toilet.
The adapted garments were considered smarter and
more comfortable by 64 %. Eighteen per cent consid-
ered that wearing them had increased their self-confi-
dence.

Key words: rehabilitation, occupational therapy. design,
adapted clothes, disability.

Impaired persons need to find clothes that fit and are attrac-
tive (14). Recommendations for adaptations of clothes exist
(3.9, 10, 16). These adaptations can make dressing and
undressing easier (4) and faster (13) for the individual or for a
helper. Kaiser et al. (7) point out how the choice of clothes
affects the individual’s social interaction. Thus an adapted,
well-fitting garment may contribute to building self-confi-
dence (8). For older people (13) with reduced skin sensitivity,
the quality and material of the cloth may play a role (12). It is
the task of the occupational therapist (17) to guide impaired
individuals so that they can be occupied and active. This
requires knowledge of impairments and of the design of
clothes. An occupational therapist and a designer (19) have in
a one-case study evaluated an adapted garment for a 7-year-
old handicapped girl. While their study shows a positive
result, the results of adapting and altering numbers of differ-
ent garments have not. as far as can be seen from the avail-
able literature, been documented in a controlled group study.

Aims

The aims of the study were (a) to evaluate differences
between a group who had received adapted garments
and a group without this experience, () to examine
the need of, and the reasons for wearing, adapted
clothes, (¢) to describe individually adapted clothes in
a group of individuals with impairments, and (d) to
document how individuals with impairments obtain
clothes, and what the demands on these garments are.

METHODS

Subjects
Group 1. A consecutive series of individuals (n1=350) was
selected from the occupational therapy course client list at the
Stockholm College of Health and Caring Sciences. Thirty-six
individuals (28 % did not respond) aged from 3 to 76 years
(mean 28 years), 17 males and 19 females, took part in the
study. They had varying types of impairment resulting from
e.g. cerebral palsy, paraparesis, tetraparesis and bodily de-
formities. Of the group. 80% had assistance with dressing and
undressing. These individuals had each received at least one
garment (total 39 garments). The garments were individually
made or altered and adapted for the conditions mentioned.

Group 2. A consecutive series of individuals (n=81) was
selected from the list of members of the Swedish Association
for the Handicapped. Forty-six individuals (43% did not
respond) aged from 15 to 75 years (mean 20 years), 21 males
and 25 females, took part. All had cerebral palsy impairments
and 56Y% had assistance with dressing and undressing. Of
these 46 individuals, only 14 had experience of using adapted
clothes.

Design
The questionnaire-based study was carried out during March
and September 1988, Two questionnaires were used. Group 1
completed questionnaires A and B, Group two only Ques-
tionnaire A. Both questionnaires were sent to Group 1 an
average of 2.5 years (range 0-6) after the garments had been
individually adapted. Subjects who had not completed and
returned the questionnaires within three weeks were sent
reminders.

Qustionnaire 4. Questionnaire A contained questions on
clothes in general, with 78 questions under the following
headings (variables): difficuliies in obtaining clothes because
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Table 1. Reliability of questionnaires A and B

Group | Group 2

Homeogeneity of variables o n o n
Questionnaire A
Difficulties in obtaining

clothes 0.73 26 0.80 34
Need to adapt clothes 044 26 0.68 24
Reasons for desire to wear

adapted clothes 0.83 28 0.78 35
Requirements as to details

of garments 0.55 25 0.84 35
Questionnaire B
Value of adapted garment 0.60 33
Generalization of idea 0.34 33

of impaired function such as mobility (11 questions), the
need of simplification and adaption of clothes (6 questions),
the reason for the desire to use adapted clothes (14 questions),
the requirements as to design of details on five articles of
clothing (40 questions), and the information received con-
cerning adapted clothes (7 questions).

Questionnaire B. Questionnaire B contained 30 questions
on the individually adapted garment, under the following
headings (variables): the value of the garment for the individ-
ual (7 questions), gencralization of the adapted garment (4
questions), and the individual’s use of the adapted garment
and the adaptation made (19 questions). (By generalization is
here meant that the individuals in Group 1 had developed
knowledge of the adapted garment gained and applied it on
subsequent occasions, e.g. in connection with the making of
new clothes.)

Statistics

The differences between groups | and 2 were calculated using
the z-test (18). The reliability of questionnaires A and B was
assessed as the homogeneity (alpha coefficient) (2) of the
summated ratings on the different subjects mentioned. The
proportion of “ves™ answers was calculated for each question
in Questionnaire A and is reported as a percentage.

RESULTS

Reliability of Questionnaire A and Questionnaire B
The homogeneity of the different parts of Question-
naire A when used in Group 1 and Group 2. and of
Questionnaire B, is shown in Table I. Homogeneity in
Group | for Questionnaire A varied between alpha
0.44 and 0.83 and in Group 2 between 0.68 and 0.84
for the different variables.

The questions in Questionnaire A on whether, and
if so how. individuals had received information about
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adapted clothes proved to be measuring different di-
mensions, and were therefore not summed to a scale.

The homogeneity of Questionnaire B was alpha
(.60 on the variable value of the garment for the
individual and alpha 0.34 on the variable generaliza-
tion of adapted clothes. The Questionnaire B ques-
tions where Group 1 answered whether they had used
the adapted garment proved not to form a homogene-
ous summated variable, and are reported separately.

Evaluation of the adapied clothes

There was no difference between the groups regarding
the reason for obtaining and wearing adapted clothes
(t=—1.51, df =80, p=0.13). nor regarding the re-
quirements as to the details of the garments (1=1.67,
df =79, p<0.10).

The need of adapted clothes had been met for
Group | (t=—-4.02, df=73. p<0.001), but not for
Group 2. The adapted garments had eased the diffi-
culty for individuals in Group 1 to obtain adapted
garments (1=2.48, df =80, p<0.01).

Views regarding clothes

Difficulties in obtaining clothes. In Group 1 77% and
in Group 2 63% had difficulties in finding suitable
clothes because of their impairments. These difficul-
ties consisted of finding clothes that were easy to put
on and take off (68 % in Group 1, 39% in Group 2),
that were comfortable (60% in Group 1. 44% in
Group 2), and that followed the fashion (59% in
Group 1, 22% in Group 2). In Group | 94% and in
Group 2 85% considered that external factors ham-
pered their purchase of clothes (Questionnaire A).
The external factors were that it was difficult to travel
to and from the shop (Group | 31%, Group 2 15%).
that what the shop had did not suit the individual
(Group 1 56%. Group 2 28 %), that there was too little
room in shops and fitting rooms (Group 1 38%,
Group 2 52%), and that help needed from the staff
was not offered (Group 1 34 %, Group 2 20%).

Need and reason for adapted clothes. In Group 1.
63 % considered that they needed, and could envisage
always using. an adapted garment (Questionnaire A).
The reasons were that the design of the garment made
the helper’s work easier (43%). that the garment was
more comfortable for the wearer (46 %). that dressing
and undressing were quicker, and that the fit was
better than with ready-made garments (40 %).

Of the individuals who did not envisage using an
adapted garment (37%), 17% gave as a reason that
the garment was not in fashion.
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Blouse/
Trousers Sweater shirt Skirt Jacket

Ciroups ... 1 2 | 2 1 2 | 2 1 2

I'hat there are zips 50 41 15 6 80 0 41 9 42 56
Buttons 12 0 18 6 32 33 14 0 21 13
Velero fasteners 31 12 10 6 21 6 9 18 21 6
HButtoning left or right 19 6 13 0 21 11 32 0 26 6
Ciarment is roomy 52 53 80 88 63 72 59 27 79 69
Material is stretchable 38 59 70 47 34 33 50 36 49 13
Special requirements 21 56 8 44 8 4] 32 7 14 60

Of the individuals who thought they could usefully
wear adapted garments, 86 % of Group 1 stated that
the greatest value of the garment was when dressing
and undressing, and 62% when going to the toilet.
Other situations such as exercise were of less impor-
tance.

In Group 71% considered that they needed
adapted clothes and that they could envisage always
using an adapted garment (Questionnaire A). The
reasons were that the design of the garment made
things easier for their helper (26 %), that the garment
was more comfortable to wear (42 %) and that dress-
ing and undressing were quicker (47 %), and also that
the garment fitted better than ready-made clothes
(24 %).

Of the individuals who could not envisage wearing
an adapted garment (29 %), 33 % gave the reason that
the garment was not fashionable.

Of those who thought they could envisage using
adapted garments, 34% of Group 2 stated that the
sarment was of most value when dressing and un-
dressing, and 36% when going to the toilet. Other
situations such as exercise were of less importance.

Sources of information on adapted clothes. In
Group | (Questionnaire A), 63 % had information on
the possibility of being able to buy adapted clothes,
while in group 2, 57% had received this information.
The most important sources of information for both
groups had been advertising (50% in Group | and
26% in Group 2) and the associations for the handi-
capped (45% in Group 1 and 26% in Group 2).

Requirements for details of garments in general.
The requirements for the various articles of clothing
(Questionnaire A) are reported in Table II. Both
groups stressed the value of all garments being roomy.
For trousers and jackets, the groups considered that

2

the most important thing was that these garments did
up with zips. For pullovers, the groups stated that
stretchable material was most important. For
shirts/blouses it was most important that they should
do up with buttons and not with Velcro fasteners. For
trousers and skirts, the groups thought they should
have a stretch waist (elastic).

Views regarding the individually adapted clothes

Adaptations made. An overview of the adaptations
made to garments for Group 1 (n=18) is presented in
Table Illa—c. Thirty-nine garments were adapted:
overalls (n=1), capes (1=2), jackets (n=13), ladies’
coats (n=1), trousers (n=12), skirts (n=3), dresses
(n=1). shirts/blouses (n=3), waistcoats (n=1) and
aprons (n=2).

Use of the adapted garments. In Group 1 (Question-
naire B) 29 individuals wore their adapted garment
regularly and six used it on special occasions. One
individual stated that the garment had never been
used since the material was somewhat unsuitable. The
adapted garments had been used for a mean of 2.5
years. Individuals had stopped wearing their adapted
garment because it was worn out (48 %) and/or out-
grown (58%). None had stopped wearing their gar-
ment because it was out of fashion.

Value of the adapted garment. The individuals in
Group 1 who were favourably inclined towards wear-
ing an adapted garment confirmed the value of the
garment (Questionnaire B). Group 1 considered that
adapted garments were of greatest value when dress-
ing and undressing, 70 % stating that the activity was
made easier and 45% that the time needed was re-
duced. Group | also considered that the garment was
smarter and more comfortable (65%) to wear than
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Individualized adaptation of clothes for impaired persons

ready-mades. For 18% of Group 1, the garment also
increased the wearer’s self-confidence.

In Group 1 the adapted garment had increased
comfort when the wearer was sitting down (33%) and
increased the wearer’s mobility (21 %). For 15%, the
risk of pressure and chafing was less when wearing
adapted clothes intended for this.

Generalization of information regarding the adapt-
cd garment. In Group | (Questionnaire B) 97 % of the
individuals and their helpers stated that they had
received information and ideas regarding adapted
clothes. Of these, 29 % had later applied the informa-
lion and ideas. themselves making further garments
with the same adaptation. The ideas had been further
developed by 18% of the group, for example where
individuals made suggestions for development of the
adaptations, sec Table 111 5 case 7.

DISCUSSION

The result shows that the requirements of Group 1 for
adapted clothes had been met and that, unlike in
Giroup 2, the difficulty in finding suitable clothes had
lessened. The adaptations (Table I11a—¢) were in all
cases specially designed and combined with choice of
material and model to meet individual needs, whishes
and current fashions. In 31 % of cases. the adaptations
had made dressing and undressing easier for the indi-

vidual (Table I1l a—c¢, cases 2, 3,4, 6,9, 12,13, 14, 17)

and in 43% for their helpers (Table 111 a—c¢, cases 7,
I, 13,15, 16, 18). In cases 1, 5 and 8§ (Table [T a—¢)
the adaptations had contributed to development of
the individual’s function of unaided dressing and un-
dressing.

The two questionnaires used in the study proved to
comprise variables that relatively well fulfilled homo-
geneity requirements. With certain modifications, the
questionnaires can be used in other contexts.

Grimby & Fugl-Meyer (5) consider that the Inter-
national Classification of Disability, Impairment and
Handicap (ICDIH) (6) is most suitable for epidemio-
logical studies, for describing the consequences of
disease or injury. In the present study it has been
found very suitable for describing the individuals’
impairments and disabilities. However, the ICDIH
concept of *handicap’ has not been used.

Kaiser et al. (7) point out that adapted clothes
facilitate social interaction, which was also true for
cases 3,4, 6 and 15 in the present study (table I1I a—c¢).
The adaptations (Table 11l a—¢, cases 3, 10, 11) were
intended to prevent the occurrence of, e.g., pressure
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sores and chilling with infections as a consequence of
reduced temperature control in individuals with tet-
ra- and paraparesis. It was not possible in the study,
however, to demonstrate that this objective had been
achieved.

The population of this study had encountered var-
ious difficulties in finding suitable ready-made
clothes. The individuals’ requirements regarding de-
tails of clothes may appear to be generally applicable
and to be met in ready-made wear, but the study
shows that the details should be adapted to the dis-
ability without looking different from the details of
modern ready-mades. In about half the cases, the
adapted garments had been used for so long that they
had become worn out or outgrown. Although most
individuals in Group | knew how to make individual-
ly adapted clothes, only a third used this knowledge
later. This tallies with the results of earlier question-
naire studies (4), and indicates the need for the indi-
vidual to be able to consult experts (occupational
therapists, vocational teachers, designers) if individ-
ually adapted clothes are to be obtained.

There is some manufacture of adapted garments by
the clothing industry, but attempts to sell these by
mail order have not been very successful. The present
study shows that about half the individuals in Group
I and Group 2 were aware that it is possible to buy
adapted clothes, but this information was used only
by a third of the individuals in Group 2, which shows
that the clothes do not meet each individual need.
The need can be met only through continual commu-
nication between consultant experts and the individu-
als affected. The best thing for the individual would
be if individually adapted clothes were put on the
same footing as technical aids. Their supply could
then be organized at, for example, the technical aids
centre. Apart from ensuring that individuals received
individually adapted clothes, such an organisation
would reduce the cost to the individual.

The literature of the last 25 years includes informa-
tion on adaptations of clothes for various types of
impairment, and questionnaire studies charting im-
paired individuals’ wishes regarding clothes. The
present study shows a positive result—the need of
adapted clothes has been met—but there is doubt as to
whether this result may be generalized to other groups
of impaired individuals. The population studied was
representative of impaired individuals who need indi-
vidually adapted clothes, but each group contained so
few representatives of each ICIDIH impairment class
(6) that no subgroups could be formed.
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In about 2/3 of the questionnaire answers it is the
individual’s own view that has emerged. In the other
cases, a relative or helper completed the question-
naire.

There was a large non-response rate (Group 1: 28 %,
Group 2: 43%), which is presumably reflected in the
result since the non-responders probably include the
individuals who had been uninterested in, or unfa-
vourably inclined towards, adapted clothes. The two
groups were comparable as to age and sex, but there
may have been differences between them in the de-
gree of impairment and disability. since this is very
difficult to assess without using functional assess-
ments and medical examinations.

The study shows that for impaired individuals to
receive individually adapted clothes is valuable and
fulfills a need.

Information on distribution of aids for the handi-
capped and where patterns may be obtained is avail-
able from the author.
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