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Introduction and Literature Review. The emergence of the adaptive apparel industry sector
since 2009 demonstrates fashion focusing some attention on the clothing needs of people with
disabilities (PWDs) (Esmail et al., 2022; Feng & Hui, 2023; Li et al., 2023). The global adaptive
apparel market size has grown from $271.88 billion in 2019 to a projected $348.81 billion in
2024 (Statista, 2020). Considering that PWDs make up 26 percent of US citizens (CDC, 2023),
the opportunity for the adaptive market is substantial. New niche brands and existing brands are
entering the adaptive apparel space. Even with the growth, information regarding the adaptive
apparel market is lacking. The purpose of this study is to gain a holistic understanding of the
adaptive apparel sector by performing a market analysis. We investigate the market potential and
identify potential gaps to enhance the industry’s understanding of producing and marketing
adaptive apparel products.

Method. A thorough investigation of the adaptive apparel industry sector was conducted,
focusing on the current market landscape, adaptive apparel trends, and the market potential for
the adaptive apparel industry. Existing adaptive apparel brands, retailers, and organizations were
exhaustively surveyed via company websites, industry reports, trade publications, and recent
news media. In sum, 44 brands, 8 multi-brand retailers, 9 organizations, and 3 designers with
adaptive apparel orientations were investigated in detail. This study implemented descriptive
analysis, word cloud, and thematic analysis techniques to interpret and convey the findings.

Results. Macro trends potentially influencing the increased awareness of clothing for PWDs
include the global increases in the aging population, increases in Autism diagnoses, smart
textiles, and increased demand for diversity, equity, and inclusion (Bhattarai, 2021; Casey, 2020;
Morales & Khattar, 2019; Nishimura, 2023). Most of the adaptive apparel brands surveyed are
from US (n=27), followed by Canada (n=7), UK (n=5), and Australia (n=3). Our examination of
brands shows that the adaptive apparel sector suffers from stale designs and features specific to
advanced-age PWDs. The sector is fragmented, targeting audiences specific to a condition or a
limitation versus finding innovative ways to optimize methods of personalized apparel
production for varied PWD needs.

Until recently, brand and retailer first-movers dominated the adaptive apparel space,
primarily focusing on the needs of the aging population. Some first-movers maintain market
presence through brand recognition, affordability, and large-scale partnerships with nursing
homes, such as Silverts and Buck and Buck, each promoting ease of self-dress and assisted-dress
through design features (Buck and Buck, n.d.; Silverts, n.d.). They emphasize product attributes
of affordability and comfort and communicate the benefits of dignity and self-confidence. Aside
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from the aging population, adaptive designs for young and middle-aged PWDs are gaining
momentum, as evidenced by recent product line expansions of multinational brands and
retailers, such as Tommy Hilfiger and Target. Disability-specific clothing, such as paralysis or
limb loss, is delineated on websites into categories. A discernible difference between the age
groups is evident in marketing that appeals to utilitarian (i.e., aging consumers) versus hedonic
(i.e., young adults) motivations.

Between 2009 and 2013, specialty brands catering to PWD needs outside the elderly
demographic began to emerge, with brands such as 1Z Adaptive, Adaptawear, Slick Chicks, and
MagnaReady entering the competitive landscape. In the last five years, more specialty brands,
such as Christina Stephens (Australia) and Liberare (US) entered the marketplace, with a
common focus on achieving fashion and function in their products. Adaptive apparel brands
maintained missions centered on accessible designs for diverse bodies/everybody; a balance
between style and comfort and form and function; empowerment and self-expression through
dress; and convenience and ease-of-dress to enhance PWD’s daily lives.

A new emphasis on younger consumers living with disabilities has led to the creation of
new apparel categories and products inspired and informed by the disability community. For
example, Liberare, est. 2019, provides women with contemporary intimate wear and shapewear
options with easy closures and trendy silhouettes (Liberare, n.d.). In the denimwear category, No
Limbits offers easy-on, stylish silhouettes specially designed to accommodate prosthetics and
seated wear needs (No Limbits, n.d.). In the activewear and athleisure space, Slick Chicks and 1Z
Adaptive exemplify fashion-centric, easy-on athleisure for younger women, while MagnaReady
provides a variety of classic, tailored options for men and women of all ages (I1Z Adaptive, n.d.;
MagnaReady, n.d.; Slick Chicks, n.d.). In shoes, Nike, Friendly Shoes, and Kizik encompass
innovation-driven, easy-on styles for men, women, and children (Nike, n.d.; Friendly Shoes, n.d.;
Kizik, n.d.). While there are more options available to consumers of all ages and needs
considerations, product assortment remains limited among specialty retailers. Price sensitivity is
a pain point among PWDs, with increased production costs and retail prices hindering PWD’s
procurement of appropriate apparel that meets their needs. Contemporary specialty brands often
utilize a premium pricing/promotional mix strategy to leverage their high-value products,
compared with first mover brands that promote price accessibility and assortment. Promotional
pricing, like Tommy Hilfiger’s constant 40 to 60 percent off MSRP, places many premium
brands within a similar price point to budget brands and retailers such as Silverts and Target
(Bhattarai, 2021; Tommy Hilfiger, n.d.).

Children living with disabilities are faced with unmet clothing needs as they size out of
baby clothing. Ease-of-dress alone does not meet the needs of PWD with sensory sensitivities to
tags, textures, etc. While sizing appears to be inclusive (e.g., XXS to up to 7 XL), it is dictated
by mass-market industry sizing and does not account for body diversity among PWD (i.e., short
stature; individuals with Down Syndrome). Considering aesthetics, approximately 70 percent of
adaptive clothing is devoid of “graphics, stripes, spots, checks, floral, or other non-plain
patterns” (Nishimura, 2023, para. 4).

While there is growth in adaptive apparel brands, synergistic organizational approaches
to adaptive apparel remain scant. Runway of Dreams is a non-profit that has gained widespread
notoriety for its inclusive runway shows, and it was integrated into New York Fashion Week in
2018 (Runway of Dreams, n.d.). Open Style Lab is another pioneer in design-oriented
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approaches to adaptive apparel, leading an ongoing collaborative design program with The New
School, Parsons School of Design, and a tech-focused partnership with Massachusetts Institute of
Technology IDC (Open Style Lab, n.d.). Tilting the Lens is a [for-profit] consulting firm that
provides adaptive apparel centered approaches to luxury fashion brands like Gucci. Chamiah
Dewey (Dewey Clothing), Becca McChalen-Tran (Chromat), and Keisha Greaves (Girls
Chronically Rock) are adaptive apparel designers bringing forth innovative, fashion-forward
designs and materials while closing the loop on the circular economy by promoting ethical and
fair wage production (Dewey Clothing, n.d.; Chromat, n.d., Girls Chronically Rock, n.d.).

Conclusion. The findings indicate a salient market need for adaptive apparel advancement,
evidenced by the low product availability relative to mainstream fashion options. The market
potential for the adaptive apparel sector signifies an area of incredible opportunity for new
entrants with innovation-based competitive advantages, as well as large, multi-brand retailers.
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