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It is conservatively estimated that 1 i million people, that is three per cent of the population, in
Britain are disabled or handicapped. About a quarter of a million are patients in hospitals or

homes whose stay is likely to be permanent or protracted over a period of years; more than
half are mentally handicapped, including those who are mentally subnormal and may also
surfer physical disabilities; another third are patients in geriatric or psychogeriatric wards,
while the others have been defined as 'young chronic sick'.

During the last decade attitudes towards the clothing considered to be suitable for mentally
are physically handicapped patients in long-stay hospitals have changed. Before this, many
patients spent their days as well as nights in institutional nightwear made from unbleached
calico. When day-wear was worn it was often ill-fitting and in drab-coloured badly-washed
wool; the clothes, like many of the surroundings, had sometimes changed little since the time of
Dickens. The use of clothing, not merely as protection but also as an adornment, and the right
to own one's personal clothes, are factors of deep psychological importance.

Suitable clothing can not only improve the patient's appearance and make him appear
more like a fit member of the community, but can also give greater comfort and easier dressing.
two factors which preserve the patient from physical pain and may save many hours of time for
those caring for him.

In hospitals which have introduced schemes for the provision of a really personal wardrobe
the response has often been remarkable; patients who seemed to have lost all interest have begun
again to be concerned about their appearance and this change has contributed to a greatly
improved atmosphere in wards for the chronic sick, not only for the patients but for the staff.
Despite the difficulties involved, many hospital managements are now trying to provide as many
individual personalised clothes as possible and to change rapidly from the image of institutional
uniforms.

Design features required
Special features required in the design of the clothing
Clothing should be attractive, comfortable to wear, and easy to put on and take off. The act of
dressing should not cause undue pain or discomfort. Methods of dressing and types of clothing
applicable to specific disabilities are considered in detail in Nichols (1971).

Those who need to conserve energy or suffer from giddiness, such as cardiac cripples and
sufferers from bronchitis, need clothes that can be put on while sitting down. Caliper users find
a zip inserted in the inner-leg seam of trousers, from ankle to knee, greatly aids dressing (figure
1). Extra widths across the shoulders, raglan sleeves with extra-wide armholes and generous
sleeve width can overcome difficulties caused by stiffness and limitation of movement in
rheumatoid arthritis. When there is stiffness or deformity in the hands, the 'Velcro' touch-and-
close fastener is much easier to manage than buttons; 'Velcro' can also be used as a concealed
fastening to close openings in the garment made in unusual places, such as down the back seam

of a jacket, to aid dressing (figure 2).
The Disabled Living Foundation
Clothing can also help to hide a deformity; for instance rounded shoulders can be disguised by
dresses with slightly bloused backs and if the collar tends to stand away at the back of the neck
a scarf may help to fill the gap. This aspect and many others are extensively described and well
illustrated in Clothes sense for the handicapped adult of all ages by P. Macartney, published by
the Disabled Living Foundation.

The Disabled Living Foundation has helped to define many of the problems encountered
in providing handicapped people with clothing comparable to that worn by the community at
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large, in showing how they might be solved, and in encouraging the development of the most
suitable garments. The Foundation has greatly helped the Shirley Institute in our project on

clothing for the handicapped and disabled, sponsored and steered by the King Edward Hospital
Fund for London since 1969. The Shirley Institute is a Research Association which specialises
in research, development and investigational work for the textile and allied industries. While
we knew much about fabrics and their properties, at the start we lacked full realisation of the
problems of disability. Our association with the Disabled Living Foundation has been of
immense value.

Figure 1. Trouser legs with zip opening
from the ankle upwards are specially
designed to accommodate callipers.

Figure 2. Opening the centre back seam of a
jacket can make dressing easier, especially
for those who cannot stand.

Catalogue
The major result of the work has been a Catalogue of Garments for the Handicapped and Dis¬
abled, published by the King's Fund in two loose-leaf volumes. It is hoped to keep this up to
date with annual supplements. Over 200 items specially designed or specially suitable for certain
types of disability are included in the catalogue; these are tested for suitability in hospitals, or in
other trials, by the Disabled Living Foundation or ourselves.

They are not intended as 'best-buy' items and it is always strongly recommended that
garments should be selected for the particular patient concerned. The book is intended to give
guidance to nursing and medical staff and to purchasing officers when they have to choose or
help with the choice of comfortable attractive clothes for their patients.

In the course of the study, it became more and more apparent that the handicapped and
disabled living in the community or in small residential homes have similar problems. Access to
specially designed clothing for them was by no means easy even when it was possible. It was
therefore decided to attempt to provide a mail order service to assist the patients and those
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caring for them. Reference to our small mail order brochure Comfortable Clothes in journals
for the nursing profession and in the publications of many societies for the handicapped and
elderly, has brought more than 8,000 requests and shown the need for such a service. The
clothes are ordered direct from the manufacturers. We are hoping to bring out a larger
catalogue this year.

Incontinence
The design of clothing suitable for various types of handicap is beginning to move out of its
infancy as more experience is gained. The greater comfort and freedom which such clothing can
provide is being realised and designs are being achieved which look 'normal'. An especially
important problem which suitable clothing can help is incontinence. It has been found that
clothing can even aid elderly patients to become continent again. Some designs, such as open
back nightwear (figure 3) and wrap around skirts (figure 4), are already well established and
resulted from the pioneer work, described in An Investigation of Geriatric Nursing Problems, by
Norton, McLaren and Exton-Smith. Open backed nightdresses and nightshirts were a major
break-through in the nursing of both severely ill and incontinent patients. A wrap-over back
suspended from a deep yoke enables the patient to sit up in bed without getting chilled. The
wide wrap preserves decency effectively if the patient is able to stand and walk. Elastic in
tunnels can be used to close wide sleeves at the cuffs, while being loose enough for the sleeves
to be rolled up for treatment. Some styles have a fully opening front, which avoids any necessity
of disturbing the patient when attempting to remove a soiled garment over her head. Such
nightwear can be readily laundered; there are no tapes to get torn off or to form lumps which the
patient may lie on.

The wrap-around skirt not only helps the incontinent woman, since the skirt can be changed
without removing the garment over the head with the possibility of soiling the hair, but it can also
give a new degree of independence to a disabled woman who cannot put on, or fasten, a con¬
ventional skirt (figure 4).

Fully washable trousers are available in many designs; one, helpful for those with limited
hand movement, has no fastenings at all but has elastic in the waist and a generous fly overlap.

Open crotch knickers are useful for incontinent patients, who though sitting on a pad still
feel respectably dressed. They are also helpful for the woman with limited hand function who
may find that they allow her to be independent in the lavatory as there is no need to pull the
garment up and down.

An innovation in protective pants has come about as the result of a research project by
F. L. Willington in co-operation with St. Tydfil's Hospital, Merthyr Tydfil. A disposable pad is
held in a plastic kangaroo pocket on the outside of a pair of pants which were originally made
from polypropylene. Polypropylene is a fibre with unusual properties; it permits the passage of
liquid through the fabric without the fabric itself becoming wet, and the skin is thus kept dry.
The first use of the fibre in this field was, of course, in nappy liners for babies. Since the fabric
is permeable to air, there is none of the clamminess associated with protective garments made
from plastic or rubber.

At present the design is only suitable for urinary incontinence; a design is needed that is
suitable for double incontinence.

Wheelchair patients
Trousers for wheelchair patients need to be cut lower at the front and higher at the back than
most conventional garments. Another problem with such patients is warmth. A dressing gown,
open backed from the waist and with the front of the gown completely closed from the waist,
provides an effective cover-up for the legs of a wheelchair patient. This may enable the patent
to avoid the use of a blanket over the legs; blankets over the legs are a hazard because they may
become entangled in the chair wheels. The style is also suitable for hemiplegic patients who
often slide down or slump in a chair with the knees apart so that they rapidly become uncovered
and exposed when wearing a conventional dressing gown.

Handicapped people in a wheelchair often find that they require extra warmth around their
feet, especially if they are able to go outside. A quilted nylon cover from feet to waist, with a

full-length zip, is an excellent solution. For outdoor wear this cover plus a short top coat or

quilted anorak is to be recommended. This is a much more comfortable combination than
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wearing a conventional top coat, which is not designed for wheelchair wear, with a blanket
wrapped around the legs.

Choice of fabrics

The choice of fabrics for different disabilities is governed by such factors as frequency ofwashing;
with mentally handicapped and psychiatric patients, strength can be important.

Some of the man-made fibres, including nylon, are not able to inhibit the development of
unpleasant odours on the garments even when they are correctly laundered. These would not be
suitable for disabilities such as tetraplegia, where excessive perspiration is often a problem.
In such cases cotton, wool and cellulosic fibres may be the answer.

For some types of handicap, where there is any possibility that the patient might be attracted
to matches or other means of fire raising, it is essential that the clothing should be made from
fabrics of low inflammability. Advice on suitable fabrics is especially required for patients who
are able to buy their own clothing, or those who have garments given to them by friends and
relatives.
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Figure 3. An example of an open-back men's
nightshirt. The deep shirt-type armhole is
24 inches deep, and the sleeve is wide enough
to be rolled up for injections. The front opening
is 12 inches deep. All these features make the
clothing comfortable to wear and easy to put
on and take off without causing undue pain
or discomfort, even to those with severe

physical handicaps.

Figure 4. Wrap-round skirt with Velcro
fastening, suitable for many types of disability.
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The future
In April 1974, when local authority medical services merged with hospital services, the disabled,
both in and out of hospital, became the responsibility of one health authority. This could be the
golden opportunity to allow the individual in the community requiring special clothing to
purchase it from local hospitals. Authorisation from a doctor or welfare official would probably
be required.

This would allow patients, who had been introduced to special clothing in hospital, to
purchase their own when they left. Occupational therapists would advise on the choice of
clothes to ensure they were suitable; if necessary the laundry manager could be consulted to
ensure that the clothing was compatible with the means of laundering that the patients or

relatives would be using. In addition hospitals, being non-profit making and buying in large
quantities, could sell the clothes at prices the patients could afford. Ideally, of course, such
clothing should be available on prescription, as an aid to normal living.

Who is going to start the ball rolling and initiate such a much-needed scheme?
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Addendum
The address of the Shirley Institute is: Didsbury, Manchester M20 8RX. The address of the Disabled
LivingrFoundation is: 346 Kensington High Street, London W14 8NS.


