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About Tilting the Lens

Tilting the Lens is a global strategic accessibility consultancy built on the pillars of
education, advocacy, and design. We drive system change, using lived experience to
advance together beyond compliance. Our goal is to create the conditions for

Disabled people to be successful in a fair and accessible world.

For more information about Tilting the Lens visit www.tiltingthelens.com.
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Foreword from the CEO

Systemic change, co-design, and the

$2.6 trillion innovation opportunity

Disabled people are disabled by design. This is the underlying tenet of the social
model of disability, and a much agreed consensus. But, who do we truly design for?
What do they look like? Where do they live? How do they move through the world?
Is anyone successful within our current design frameworks?

I've been turning these thoughts over in my head for a while. We each live in worlds
that are and are not designed for us. That design extends to the built environment,
to policies and practices, and to products we consume. But it also spans into the
design of mindsets, behaviours, values and assumptions. At Tilting the Lens,
creating new design frameworks and processes underpinned by lived experience is
our day to day practice. We don’t want these insights and learnings to remain just
with us, and this White Paper is our first open-source document.

This report, Co-designing adaptive fashion with the Disabled Community, exists to
challenge the systemic assumptions that govern design within the fashion sector. For
too long, a systems-level breakdown of confidence and loyalty between the fashion
industry and the Disabled community has been allowed to evolve, and even as
change and progress have gained momentum, we must ensure that our
methodology is not to design for;, but to design with and design by these
communities. This developing gap excludes 1.3 billion Disabled people globally and
has allowed the fashion sector to miss a monumental innovation and commercial

opportunity.

To speak plainly, the Disabled community across the US,
Canada, the UK, and the EU alone holds over $2.6 trillion
in disposable income.?

1 The Return on Disability Group The Global Economics of Disability Report: 2024, September 2024
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Co-designing adaptive fashion with the Disabled community | Foreword

Tilting the Lens is a strategic accessibility consultancy driven to create the conditions
for Disabled people to be successful. We partner with many of the world's largest
companies, brands and organisations to audit their practices, identify systemic
barriers, and co-design truly inclusive strategies that meet the needs of Disabled
people. As a majority-Disabled team, our work is driven by a deep conviction that
lived experience is expertise, guiding sectors from fashion, technology, finance, and
more, towards a more accessible and innovative future.

That said, our mandate at Tilting the Lens extends far beyond urging brands to
acknowledge the spending power of the Disabled community. We are not just
consumers waiting for solutions; we are designers, innovators, and leaders. The
future we imagine and are working towards requires systems to adapt and change,
while positioning Disabled people as experts at every stage of a process. We are
invested in ensuring our community moves from being subjects of research to
owners of the solution.

Our research aim

There is a lack of data available relating to the Disabled consumer and fashion. This
research report answers one urgent question: How can the fashion industry move
from basic compliance to active co-design? We mapped the consumer journey's
friction points to provide a data-driven, co-designed playbook for brands to capture
superior Customer Lifetime Value (CLV).

However, there is so much more we need to find out, and so we hope this is the first
report of many. We want to understand the ways in which the spending power of
Disabled consumers is limited by both meaningful employment opportunities, and by
the means-testing of healthcare and disability benefits in specific territories. We
want to understand the impact of inaccessible design education systems, and we
want to learn more about the experience of Disabled people currently working within
the fashion system. We don't know what we don't know. This principle grounded our
approach in co-design, driven by the knowledge that the only true experts are the
community members living these challenges every day. We implemented a rigorous
intersectional recruitment of 102 participants, representing a wide spectrum of
disabilities (physical, cognitive and neurodivergent), ensuring our data is
representative. We strategically focused 70% of our sample on our key markets:



North America, the UK, and the EU. Crucially, we compensated all participants for
their invaluable expertise, affirming that lived experience is a tangible, professional
asset, similar to intellectual property.

Our research confirmed the community faces a fundamentally broken system, for
both consumers and brands. A 25% awareness gap means many don't even know
adaptive options exist. The shopping journey then collapses, marred by inaccessible
stores, poor online design, and uninformed customer service. Finally, the punitive
premium on essential garments that is the “disability tax” blocks equitable access,
treating necessity as luxury.

The commercial opportunity for brands that fix this, however, is immense. Our
findings are clear: when a product works, 91% of Disabled customers buy multiples.
These customers become fiercely loyal, high-spending advocates, delivering superior
CLV to brands that truly see them.

These insights cannot stay siloed. We refuse to treat this knowledge as a proprietary
advantage because systemic change demands open collaboration. We are therefore
open-sourcing our methodology and core insights—both as our contribution and as a
tribute to the numerous Disabled designers, advocates, and researchers who have
built this foundation and been trailblazers of the Disabled community.

This White Paper is a tool for action. It's a resource for designers building new
products, for consumers demanding accountability, and for leaders ready to invest in
a more equitable and profitable future. We invite our peers to use this work, build on
it, and join us.

Sinéad Burke
CEO, Tilting the Lens
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Co-designing adaptive fashion with the Disabled community | Executive Summary

Executive summary

Economic imperative and opportunity

Disabled people represent a significant market with substantial spending power. The
global Disabled community is estimated to have over $2.6 trillion of disposable
income across the US, Canada, the UK, and the EU alone?. The fashion industry has
the opportunity to properly address the expectations of Disabled customers,
fostering their trust and generating significant value over both the short and the
long term.

Untapped growth

1.3 billion $400 billion

People live with a disability

ive fashi k
in the world adaptive fashion market

McKinsey recently reported that the fashion industry continues to face significant
economic headwinds, including low confidence, shifting demographics and
increasingly distinct regional consumer behaviour. These dynamics have made it
more difficult to identify and capture growth opportunities®. Yet one major
opportunity remains largely overlooked: Disabled customers. There are an estimated
1.3 billion* Disabled people globally and this number is set to rise as economically
empowered Gen X and Baby Boomers age, with over 70% of Disabled people
acquiring their disability during their working life and into older age. This segment
represents a substantial and underserved consumer base, and reveals a friction in

2 The Return on Disability Group, The Global Economics of Disability Report: 2024, September 2024.
3 McKinsey & Company, The State of Fashion 2026: When the rules change, November 2025.
4 World Health Organisation, Fact Sheets — Disability and Health, March 2023
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how customers are valued and served as they move through the human lifecycle. In
the US alone, the adaptive fashion market is a $400 billion industry>.

The trust deficit

Despite growing awareness, Disabled people have historically been overlooked by
the fashion industry, where assumptions about disability and an inherent ableism
also persist. Moreover, the Disabled community distrusts and is frustrated with the
industry due to persistent issues that remain unaddressed. Disabled customers
struggle to access products in physical stores and online. Product offerings are very
limited and advertising practices are often poor. Disabled people are often valued by
the industry only as customers, with inaccessible education systems and
employment opportunities further limiting their potential as designers, experts,
creatives, or colleagues. This means with missed opportunities for value creation and
market capture, it fails to develop trust and creates a power dynamic that is often
extractive.

Meeting customer expectations

Inclusive and adaptive fashion is fashion, and Disabled customers are customers.
They expect a quality product and a positive shopping experience. Loyal, repeat
customers are the most profitable. © A consistently great experience is key to
fostering their return and boosting their spending — 75% of customers spend more
after receiving good service. ’

Unique insights for strategic solutions

At Tilting the Lens, we believe that reliable data comes from the community where
the knowledge resides. In this respect, Disabled consumers are no different from
any other consumer group. However, their insights offer a unique and valuable
perspective. This addresses crucial disability-specific experiences but also reveals
broader consumer needs and trends that all demographics may eventually share. To
truly connect and build trust, the fashion industry must integrate Disabled

> Vogue Business, The $400 billion adaptive clothing opportunity, July 2019
6 Business.com, Returning Customers Spend 67% More Than New Customers, August 2025
7 McKinsey & Company The State of Fashion 2025: Challenges at every turn (p15)
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Co-designing adaptive fashion with the Disabled community | Executive Summary

consumers’ lived reality and insights, and adaptive fashion must be embedded in
fashion education and core product delivery. The community is eager to engage and
shape products and experiences.
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Part 1. Introduction

The power of co-design

This report shares findings from a comprehensive research initiative designed to
bridge the expectation gap between the fashion industry and the Disabled
community, a misalignment born of lack of shared knowledge and understanding. By
centring lived experiences, we uncover actionable strategies for genuine
engagement and trust. The key lies in co-design—creating solutions with and by,
rather than for, Disabled people.

What is co-design?

The Tilting the Lens approach to this research is rooted in the belief that lived
experience is expertise and therefore intellectual property. Co-design begins with
establishing psychological safety, embedding baseline accessibility, allowing deep,

empathetic listening, and enabling

) o participants to articulate their challenges
Shift from designing for

N . and needs, to effectively define the
to designing with

problem space together. This

commitment is why our co-design

methodology actively involves participants directly on an equal footing with other
key stakeholders throughout the design process, thereby shifting from designing for
to designing with. Having a majority Disabled team grounds this process. Our shared
lived experience naturally sets up the necessary compassionate environment.

Co-design also responds directly to the Disabled community’s expressed desire to
actively participate and shape solutions.

“We need more opportunities for us, as the Disabled community, to
give our opinion — as we get to do in this survey — and [for] it to be
taken into consideration...”

— Blind participant
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Co-designing adaptive fashion with the Disabled community | Introduction

Mixed methods to integrate lived experience

To fully capture the richness of lived experience, our co-design methodology
employed a mixed-methods approach. This involved consultations with community
experts, a quantitative survey, and in-depth qualitative focus group sessions. This
approach allowed us to identify broad patterns and validate key themes across the
community, while the qualitative sessions took a deep dive into individual narratives,
providing critical nuanced understanding of survey data.

Intersectional recruitment

Central to co-design 8 is authentic representation of a community’s diversity.
Disabled people are a very heterogenous consumer group because disability can
affect any one of us, at any time, anywhere, regardless of background or identity.
Moreover, intersectionally representative participants are essential for capturing
unique experiences of multiple barriers. They can both help identify universal
customer needs and generate group-specific insights.

From a pool of 298 applicants of working age (18-65 years old), 102 were selected
for a survey of 107 questions, to yield a representative population spanning
demographics, gender, race, socioeconomics, and the widest spectrum of physical,
learning and cognitive disabilities, and long-term or chronic ilinesses. The
recruitment process afforded granularity in the data, identifying eight disability types
with their respective design needs. Of these, 25 participants were then invited to in-
depth group sessions; 22 people helped us explore gaps and nuances emerging from
the survey data.

All participants were financially compensated for the surveys and interviews.

Our participant pool for the survey primarily reflected regions where significant
disposable income is concentrated: 86% reside in the US, Canada, the UK, and the
rest of Europe.®

8 Disability and Society, “Shifting power to people with disability in co-designed research”,
November 2023

9 World Health Organisation, Fact Sheets — Disability and Health, March 2023. The study
acknowledges that 80% of the global Disabled population lives in developing countries.
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Co-designing adaptive fashion with the Disabled community | Findings

Part 2. Findings
Accessibility gaps

The challenges faced by Disabled individuals when accessing fashion are significant
and multi-faceted. Our research highlights key barriers that prevent Disabled people
from fully participating in and enjoying fashion.

Scoping the problem

The Disabled community represents a substantial, untapped market for the fashion
industry. As early as 2019, the potential adaptive fashion market was valued at USD
400 billion in the US. Despite a clear economic imperative to serve this market, little
significant progress has been made.

Adaptive fashion fails to scale with low awareness, lack of aesthetic options, high
costs and limited co-designing opportunities, leaving over 1.3 billion!? people
underserved despite its vast social and economic potential.

This stagnation stems from a significant accessibility gap, primarily rooted in the
fashion industry's lack of practical guidance and proven methodologies. This often
leads to well-meaning but ultimately tokenistic initiatives that damage brand image
and erode trust. Such public missteps understandably discourage broader industry
engagement. This stark reality is perhaps best captured by one participant who
stated powerfully:

“If the fashion industry can make couture, why can they not make
clothes for Disabled people? We need clothes, we have the
economic resources to access them. Listen to us.”

— Participant who has Multiple Sclerosis

10 World Health Organisation, Fact Sheets — Disability and Health, March 2023
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Key figures

52%

Noted

74%
Don’t trust
limited
availability

mainstream
retailers

40% ; 30%

Highlighted high cost Cited style concerns

Key barriers for Disabled customers

Our research identified key barriers that prevent Disabled customers from fully
participating in fashion. These interconnected challenges compound one another,
intensifying the accessibility gap.

1. Awareness and representation

Limited awareness and representation are major barriers for adaptive fashion.
Adaptive clothing is often first encountered in clinical or institutional settings,
inadvertently contributing to societal stigma. Our survey also found that 25% of
respondents were unaware that adaptive clothing even existed. This lack of
mainstream visibility directly impacts consumer discovery.

"I didn't know adaptive clothing was a thing until I saw a
campaign on Instagram, it's never on a website's homepage.”
— Participant who has dexterity challenges
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Co-designing adaptive fashion with the Disabled community | Findings

The challenge extends to discovery even when consumers are aware.

"I often don't know what adaptive products are available or where
to find them.”
— Participant with Spinal Cord Injury, and who is quadriplegic

Despite limited progress in areas like ethnic diversity and size inclusivity, the fashion
system significantly underrepresents Disabled people and their specific needs. An
erasure even further underlined when considering Black, Trans, Fat Disabled people.
This lack of disability representation extends across campaigns, marketing and, most
importantly, design teams, creating a powerful disconnect:

"I love fashion, but I very rarely find people who look like me in
those clothes.”

— Participant who has an upper limb difference, Irlens Syndrome, and ADHD

2. Availability and affordability

Availability and affordability are two sides of the same coin, directly regulating costs
for both the fashion industry and consumers. For fashion professionals, adaptive
clothing is often associated with high production costs. This stems from factors like
education gaps, specialist materials, complex new patterns, additional testing, and
development. A perceived risky or niche market, in turn, often leads to smaller
production volumes, preventing economies of scale.

For consumers, this translates directly into limited choice, limited availability and
prohibitive prices:

"I wish there were more affordable adaptive options, but they are
either too expensive or not available near me.”
— Participant who has Multiple Sclerosis

16



3. Functionality over style

“And when it comes to shoes, I've never been able to find anything
attractive... If I am going to a wedding, I don’t want to wear
trainers all the time."”

— Participant with paralysis

Adaptive fashion often prioritises pure functionality, severely limiting the range of
available styles, colours and designs compared to standard apparel. This limitation
extends to a pervasive lack of adaptive footwear and accessories, which are crucial
for both utility and personal expression. This functional-first approach, often rooted
in its historical medical association, overlooks fashion's critical role in personal
expression and social identity. Consequently, Disabled people frequently face a
choice between fulfilling their practical needs (such as comfort and ease of dressing)
and their desire for self-expression and fashionable, trend-aligned aesthetics. This
often leads to frustrating trade-offs, as participants revealed.

“I'd love to see adaptive clothing that’s also fashionable, not just
functional.”
— Participant who is a Little Person and a power wheelchair user

4. Shopping experience in-store and online

Beyond product limitations, the retail environment itself presents significant barriers,
spanning both physical and digital spaces.

In-store, the experience is often challenging. Accessing adaptive clothing is difficult
because it is rarely available in mainstream stores. Accessible changing rooms, if
present, are frequently used for storage. Cluttered layouts and overwhelming
sensory environments can make navigation difficult. Additionally, the quality of staff
interaction is crucial for a positive in-store experience, yet it is frequently
inconsistent. Gaps in staff training mean that personalised support, which is vital for
many Disabled customers, is often not available. A participant highlighted its
importance:

17 Tilting the Lens
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“In-store assistance is inconsistent; trained staff can make a
significant difference.”
— Participant who is Blind

Online shopping should offer broader access and is often a necessity given limited
physical store availability. However, poorly designed and inaccessible websites
frequently create their own set of insurmountable barriers for Disabled customers.
Fundamental issues like complicated navigation, poor quality product descriptions,
unusable filters, and convoluted checkout procedures can render digital platforms
just as inaccessible as a physical store.

“It's not easy to find adaptive clothing; it's not prominently
featured. You have to dig deep into the site to find it.”
— Participant who is a Polio survivor

The inability to try on clothing poses additional challenges with online shopping.
Disabled shoppers often resort to ordering more sizes and then struggle with
inaccessible return processes.

“I shop online sometimes, but the returns are just too much
hassle.”
— Participant who has a sensory processing disorder

The cumulative effect of these interconnected barriers is a persistent failure to meet
fundamental consumer needs, from product design to retail experiences. This
creates a profound sense of exclusion and ultimately erodes confidence. Such
systemic shortcomings lead to a deep-seated distrust in retailers on the part of the
Disabled community, highlighting a critical breakdown in the industry's relationship
with a significant market.

18



Part 3. Findings
Understanding purchase drivers

This section delves into the fundamental drivers of Disabled customers' fashion
purchasing decisions. It builds directly upon the accessibility gaps identified
previously. Understanding these motivations is crucial to bridging those gaps.

Beyond basic access

Our research underscores that despite facing significant barriers—such as limited
availability, high costs, unsuitable designs, and challenging in-store and online
experiences—Disabled customers demonstrate substantial spending power. On
average, a Disabled customer spends approximately £750 on clothing and footwear
annually, surpassing the typical US consumer's expenditure of £430!! and
representing more than half of a UK household's average clothing expenditure of
£1,30812, This willingness to spend, even in the face of subpar offerings, highlights
the importance of understanding the true drivers of these purchasing decisions.

Purchase motivators (% percentage)

Comfort and fit 87

Price and discounts p
Functionality and practicality
Trendiness
Sustainability and ethical production
Positive shopping experience

Brand Image

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 20 100

Graph: Seven purchase motivators across all disability groups; participants could select up to
three motivators; (N=102).

11 Statista, Market Insights - Apparel Europe, 2024
12 Fashion United: UK Fashion Industry Statistics, 2022
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The top three motivators — Comfort and Fit (87%), Price and Discounts (72%), and
Functionality and Practicality (69%) — collectively emphasise that the fundamental

value of a product is paramount to Disabled customers and that this encompasses
both its quality and affordability.

1. Core design and dressing needs

The overwhelming preference for comfort, fit, and functionality among Disabled

consumers offers critical design insights. It's not simply about providing "adaptive"

clothing but about ensuring that garments genuinely meet the diverse physical

needs and preferences of customers, facilitating ease of dressing and movement.

Comfort and Fit (86%): This is the leading motivator, highlighting the
need for designs that accommodate various body types, mobility aids,
wearable medical devices, and sensory sensitivities. This goes beyond basic
sizing to include considerations like soft fabrics, flat seams, tag-less designs
and adjustable features that prevent pressure points or irritation. For many, a
comfortable fit directly impacts their ability to wear a garment for extended
periods, reducing discomfort or pain.

Functionality and Practicality (68%): This directly addresses the
challenges of dressing. Designs should incorporate features that make
garments easier to put on and take off, such as magnetic closures, Velcro
fasteners, accessible zippers or expandable openings. The ease of getting
dressed independently or with minimal assistance is a significant factor for
many, enhancing their autonomy and daily living. This also extends to
features that accommodate medical devices, prosthetics, or orthotics
seamlessly, without sacrificing aesthetics.

Style and Aesthetics (35%): While ranking lower than core functional
aspects, the significant percentage for "Style and Aesthetics" indicates that
Disabled customers, like all consumers, desire fashionable and trend-aligned
options. The current industry often prioritises pure functionality, leading to a
limited range of styles and colours. This highlights the need for designers to
integrate adaptive features subtly and stylishly, ensuring garments are both
practical and desirable. This also presents an opportunity for adaptive fashion
to not be siloed, and for these innovations to be of value to all customers.

20



"I don’t want to sacrifice style for functionality; why can’t adaptive
clothing look like what everyone else wears?”
— Participant who has Multiple Sclerosis

2. Group-specific design and dressing insights

Beyond these universal priorities, our research recruitment was intentional in
identifying specific design and dressing insights for diverse disability groups. Our
methodology allowed us to pinpoint distinct disability types with their respective
design needs. It's also important to acknowledge that many individuals experience
multiple, intersecting challenges that do not fit neatly into a single category, further
emphasising the need for flexible and thoughtful design.

Distinct disability types

Acquired Disabilities Neurodivergence

Blind and Low-vision Neurological Disabilities
Chronic illness Physical Disabilities
Cognitive Disabilities Wearable Medical Devices

For example, our findings reveal specific needs such as:

e For easier dressing, features like magnetic closures, larger zipper pulls, and
elasticated waistbands are very important. Disabled customers want the
ability to easily manipulate clothing as independently as possible.

e Wheelchair-users need clothing designed for a seated fit. This includes longer
back hems (to prevent riding up), shorter fronts (to prevent bunching),
reinforced stress points, flat seams (to prevent pressure sores) and accessible
pockets positioned for easy reach while seated. Breathable and stretchy
fabrics are also preferred for comfort during prolonged sitting.

e For sensory comfort, many customers prioritise soft, breathable, natural
fabrics (like cotton or bamboo), flat or external seams, covered zips, and tag-
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less designs to avoid sensory overload or skin irritation.

“Breathable and smooth fabrics that do not make noises.”
— Participant who has Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD)

e Individuals with limb differences or using prosthetics look for adjustable fits
with customisable hemlines, adjustable cuffs and expandable openings.

e Independent dressing for those with limited or no sight requires tactile cues
(like different textures for front/back or raised dots for sizing) and distinct
colour palettes that can enhance independent dressing. Simple, consistent
garment construction helps people identify and differentiate clothing without
relying on sight.

These group-specific insights demonstrate that, while core needs like comfort and
functionality are universal, the manifestation of these requirements in design varies
significantly. Design teams must develop a nuanced understanding and a flexible
approach to achieve greater accessibility.
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Adaptive Design Framework

The outcomes of this extensive research includes a framework for adaptive design
that Tilting the Lens is open-sourcing and making available to support the industry in
making the case for this work in their organisations.

Adaptive Design Framework

Function: Compatibility and comfort. How a garment supports a person in their
day-to-day through for instance:

e Closures and fastenings

e Ease of dressing

e Compatibility with aids or medical devices.

Feeling: Sensory and tactile. How fabric properties affect an individual’s senses,
such as through:

e Sensitivities and irritations

e Fabric adaptability

e Care and maintenance.

Form: Adaptability and structure. How a garment adapts to unique body
posture and shape, such as through:

e Inclusive sizing

e Weight changes

e Seated position.
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Unlocking value: Customer behaviour and

trust

Moving beyond product-specific needs, we can explore broader customer
behaviours, including purchasing patterns, loyalty, and the critical role of trust in
unlocking the full economic potential of the Disabled consumer market.

Valuing experience and brand

The purchase motivators of “Positive Shopping Experience” (11%) and “Brand
Image” (6%) tellingly reached very low figures (Graph 1). This minimal influence on
purchase decisions for Disabled consumers is a stark reflection of the deep-seated
trust deficit previously discussed and the industry's historical failure to meet basic
product and access needs. While positive customer experience and strong brand
loyalty are crucial for retention and profitability in the broader market, their low
ranking here suggests Disabled customers have such diminished expectations for the
overall shopping journey that their decision-making is overwhelmingly driven by
fundamental product attributes. This signals a critical disconnect where the
industry's significant marketing and public relations efforts in these areas have
largely failed to resonate with the Disabled community due to unaddressed
foundational issues.

“Disability tax” and Customer Lifetime Value

“The disability tax is a real experience as most accessible clothing
isn't financially accessible”
— Participant who has multiple sensory, cognitive and motor disabilities

Despite their strong purchasing power, affordability remains a significant concern for
Disabled customers, with “Price and Discounts” ranking second as motivators at
71%. Many participants in our research articulated that they face a “disability tax,”
in that they incur disproportionately higher costs for clothing that they merely settle
for rather than desire. Many Disabled customers may need to have their clothing
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altered, increasing the cost of the garment to them, and reducing the amount they
can afford for the original purchase.

This reality of spending significantly more for often suboptimal items, while
navigating numerous shopping barriers, damages trust and the overall customer
experience. However, the data also reveals immense potential for building loyalty
and generating significant value:

e 38% of Disabled customers remain loyal to brands that offer simple,
functional features like elastic waistbands, magnetic closures or easy-to-wear
garments. This demonstrates that even small, thoughtful design
considerations can foster strong brand loyalty.

e 91% agree they are likely to buy multiples of an item that suits their needs.
This “buy multiples” behaviour, driven by finding truly functional and
comfortable pieces, significantly boosts potential sales volume per customer.

These figures indicate that attracting and retaining Disabled customers is far more
straightforward than is often assumed, highlighting a market with immense, long-
term financial potential. The evidence directly challenges the idea that adaptive
fashion cannot be made affordable or scaled widely.

From insight to action

Ultimately, our understanding of Disabled customers' purchase drivers reveals the
path to unlocking their immense market potential. Adaptive fashion's unique
challenges are often cited, yet the industry's persistent limitations reflect a
fundamental failure to grasp this potential. Maximising this opportunity demands
fresh perspectives, creative solutions and authentic innovation, rooted in Disabled
customers’ lived experiences.
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Part 4. Proposals
Solutions and best practices

Disabled customers are ready to spend, but they are careful with their money. They
want brands and businesses to truly understand them and to show real
commitment. Our research reveals that companies need to earn their trust, not just
by making stores and products accessible, but by showing that they understand how
important fashion is for Disabled people's identity, culture, and social inclusion.

Grow sustainably through co-design

This approach is good for people and good for business. It initiates important
changes that will help the fashion industry grow for everyone, creating benefits for
all. Working closely with the Disabled community to co-design products and services
takes effort. However, it's the only real way for all businesses to create lasting value.
Over the long-term, sustained growth will come from authentic engagement with
Disabled people to shape and be part of all aspects of fashion, from skilled
technicians to designers, from shop floor assistants to C-suite executives.

“The biggest frustrations and challenges I face when shopping for
clothing include discrimination and a lack of inclusivity. Often, I
encounter attitudes or assumptions that suggest I don't belong in
certain spaces, which can be disheartening and alienating.”

— Participant who is a Little Person
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Build trust for high returns

28
: I 3.
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+ Discoverability

= Building trust with Disabled Customers

Disabled people are consistently disappointed by the fashion industry. Brands need
to understand that the lack of accessible fashion makes Disabled people feel like
their human rights are being ignored, i.e., rights to fair treatment, equality, and
even basic needs like clothing.!3 What is perhaps most damaging for businesses is
that Disabled people feel excluded and unable to express themselves through
fashion, shut out from an important part of community life.

“Fashion is how I express myself to the world. I don’t want barriers
when wearing something that shows who I truly am.”
— Participant who has low vision

How can the fashion industry fix this deep problem? Customers won't be loyal if
there is no trust. The solution is simple: listen to Disabled people themselves.

13 UN Declaration of Human Rights; Human Rights regarding non-discrimination (Article 2), equality
before the law (Article 7) and adequate living standards which include clothing (Article 25).
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“They don’t cater for me so why would I trust them? I'm not
reflected in their advertising and when Disabled people are, it's
usually cringeworthy inspiration-porn style which is just ableist
nonsense. Are we even in the room when decisions are being
made, and I don't mean one person.”

— Participant who is Physically Disabled with ADHD

This powerful testimonial voices three key pain points and signals to the solutions to
build trust and gain high value customers:

e "“They don’t cater for me” expresses the need for a suitable product
offering, as well as physical and digital accessibility across the shopping
experience,

e "I am not reflected [... or it] is just ableist nonsense” calls for
empathetic representations in all customer-facing interactions and points to
equity of experience,

e "“Are we even in the room..."”, beyond expressing a deep sense of
frustration, strongly signals a wish to take part in the design of solutions and
to be valued for one’s contributions.

Dress for every occasion

There's a huge gap in adaptive fashion, meaning there are significant opportunities
across all clothing types. This includes everything from underwear and sportswear to
special occasion outfits, shoes and accessories. While advances have been made,
and more adaptive product is available than ever before, most of what is available is
a small range of basic, functional items for everyday wear in a limited palette. This is
not a criticism of what exists, as movements build iteratively, and progress takes
time. But, the rate of inclusion does not match the historic rate of exclusion. There's
a lot of work to be done.

“We don’t need more ‘basics’, we need adaptive wear that gives us
the same options as non-Disabled people.”
— Participant who is Physically Disabled
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How to get started

1. Leverage existing products

Finding everyday clothing items already used as adaptive by Disabled customers,
and then marketing and communicating them as such, could quickly boost sales and
provide much-needed product options. It shows a clear commitment to accessibility
at little to no cost. This also supports and incentivises design and leadership teams
to create more and better products in the future. 75% agree that they do not buy
apparel strategically aimed at them or which have designated adaptive features, but
70% say they would buy more if it was brought to their attention. This suggests that
brands should work harder to describe any adaptive features on garments, the style
of specifics of the fit, or to signal existing features that might have adaptive uses.

“Brand X leggings and Brand Y sandals work well for me; they're
functional even though they aren‘t labelled adaptive.”
— Participant with a chronic autoimmune disease

2. Scale-up adaptive fashion

The lack of scalability is a common argument against investment in adaptive fashion.
We present evidence that counters this view. While different disability groups have
their own specific needs, and sometimes opposing needs, our research found
common issues with fit, adaptive features and fabric. Addressing these shared
challenges means we can produce adaptive fashion on a larger scale, making it more
affordable for everyone:

e 57% cite custom fit sizing as a top priority for accommodating different
positions, mobility aids, wearable medical devices, assistive devices, and
variable body shapes.

e 74% of respondents prefer soft, lightweight, and hypoallergenic fabrics made
with natural fibres.

e 87% of participants dress independently but face significant barriers,
including inadequate fastening, no-give fabrics, or unsuitable garment
construction with tight openings.
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Most people (85%) in our survey want clothes that are both easy to wear and
fashionable. For Disabled customers, comfort, good fit, adaptability and the ability to
dress independently are top priorities. These factors significantly improve their daily

lives.

This presents many opportunities for * Modular clothing
design teams to innovate. They can «  New fabric technology
create modular clothing (with parts

that can be added or removed), use * Flexible design

new fabric technology or develop
flexible designs that subtly fit with assistive devices. While challenging, this work is
highly rewarding and an opportunity in upskilling for product designers.

Additionally, 91% of respondents said they would buy multiple items if they found
clothes that met their needs. With a better range of colours, the profit potential is
Clear.

Provide seamless shopping experiences

Disabled people want a smooth, easy shopping experience, just like everyone else.
However, our research shows that their requirements are somewhat different from
those of non-Disabled shoppers.

1. Valued and valuable customers

Our findings show what Disabled customers value as a good shopping experience.
Ease and convenience (81%) are crucial because shopping, from browsing to buying
or returning, can be physically tiring and mentally demanding for Disabled people.
Feeling included (75%) and confidence (69%) are also very important. It's hard to
feel confident about a purchase if you don't see yourself represented in-store.
Confidence is also linked to ongoing problems with sizing, limited size ranges and
inconsistent sizing across brands.

Moreover, as previously highlighted, industry-wide involvement through co-design
would greatly improve shopping experience outcomes. 75% of respondents also
agree that they would enjoy shopping more if they felt truly included in the industry.
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For brands and businesses, making Disabled customers feel valued is a smart
investment. These customers are likely to remain loyal and valuable clients for a
long time, leading to greater returns for the business.

“My ideal clothing shopping experience would include finding stylish,
comfortable and accessible pieces [...] helping me feel beautiful,
confident and sexy. This would make the entire process stress-free,
inclusive and empowering.”

— Participant who acquired disability through illness

2. End-to-end: ordering to delivery

53% of Disabled people prefer shopping online to shopping in-store. However, a
striking 94% buy clothes online all the time or only visit stores a few times a year.
This clearly shows the problem with physical accessibility of stores, from mobility
restrictions and poor signhage to sensory overload. These challenges affect all
disability groups and improvements would reduce friction for all customers.

Next, we look at key ways to improve the online shopping experience. While many
challenges exist and their importance differs across disability groups, some common
issues emerge.

Beyond digital accessibility requirements

Businesses must understand that simply meeting basic website accessibility
standards (like WCAG,* which the European Accessibility Act> requires) is only the
bare minimum. Most importantly, a website that follows the guidance may still only
offer a poor customer experience. It might technically be compliant, but if it's not
truly easy or pleasant to use, it's not good enough.

Key opportunities for improvements:

e Make websites enjoyable and easy to use. Involve users directly through co-
design. This requires an initial investment to facilitate user sessions in order

14 Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI), Web Content Accessibility Guidelines WCAG 2 Overview
15 European Commission, European Accessibility Act
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to create helpful features like specific filters, ensuring relevant and simple
navigation.

Provide highly detailed product descriptions. 70% of people we asked said
detailed descriptions would make them more confident to buy. Give shoppers
all the information: what the fabric is made of, how breathable it is, exact
sizing, clear descriptions of colours, how it fastens, exactly where zips and
closings sit on the body, and how to care for it.

Use high-quality photos with descriptions. Show close-ups of or describe
clearly everything a customer would inspect in person: fasteners, seams,
labels, how the fabric hangs, if it feels warm or cool, how it's made and all
pockets, both inside and out. Make sure all images have 'alt text' (a text
description for users of screen readers).

Show the garment on different types or shapes of body, so that Disabled
people can select a model closest to their type to see how it sits on them.
Fix inconsistent sizing. 87% of participants are interested in virtual try-on
tools to help with this.

Be more specific rather than abstract in colour naming protocols, and give
clearer guidance on what feature colours or tones are included in a
multicolour garment.

Help customers choose colours. Offer tools or advice for colour coordination.

Making delivery and returns easy

Delivery and returns can be tough for any shopper, but they're even harder for

Disabled customers. This isn't just about physical challenges, like issues with motor

skills or dexterity. It's also about the mental strain or fatigue that can be involved.

The goal is simple: make these processes as effortless as possible for a positive

experience.

Key areas to monitor closely:

Make sure all collection points are accessible.

e Train delivery staff well. Whether they're your own team or a third-party, their

actions really impact a successful delivery.
Make accessibility a key criteria for delivery partners in the supply chain.
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e Simplify returns as much as possible. Fewer steps are always better to
maintain positive brand sentiment. Customers hold brands accountable for
any difficulties, regardless of the cause.

3. Every customer interaction counts

Customer service staff are the face of a brand, whether online or in person. They
play a vital role in ensuring Disabled customers have a good experience.

Brands must offer many ways to communicate and it needs to be easy for customers
to reach a real person for help, particularly as customer service support increasingly
relies on Generative Al. To provide truly great service, staff need the right tools and
specialised training.
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Part 5. Conclusion

Designing a better fashion future

Our findings demonstrate a critical disconnect: the current fashion industry is failing
to serve Disabled customers adequately, resulting in missed opportunities and a
diminished quality of life for a significant segment of the population. From the lack
of truly accessible physical stores to online experiences that fall short of intuitive
design and customer service interactions that miss the mark, the evidence is clear:
current approaches are insufficient. This isn't just about compliance; it's a
fundamental gap in how the industry understands and meets the needs of its diverse
consumers and colleagues.

However, this challenge presents an unparalleled opportunity. When brands move
beyond basic accessibility checks and genuinely engage in co-design—partnering
directly with Disabled individuals—the potential for innovation, loyalty, and
significant economic returns becomes clear. Our data shows that customers who feel
truly seen and valued become loyal, high-spending advocates, eager to purchase
from brands that prioritise their needs. It also creates the conditions for Disabled
people to trust that the fashion system is ready for them to be designers, publicists,
accountants, executives and board members. Meaningful, intentional and consistent
accessibility is neither charity nor a moral imperative; it's smart, ethical business.

The fashion industry must commit to a fundamental shift. Brands must invest in
comprehensive digital and physical accessibility, prioritise co-design as a core
practice and invest in specialised training for all customer-facing staff. By doing so,
they will not only unlock a massive, underserved market but also forge a more
equitable fashion landscape that benefits everyone. The time for change is now, and
the rewards for embracing this shift are immense.

Closing thoughts from Sinéad Burke, CEO of Tilting the Lens

If you are a Disabled person engaging with this White Paper, we welcome your
feedback and invite you to sign up for our Research Database.!® This White Paper is
the first that we have published, and we hope that it adds to the critical mass of

16 Tilting the Lens, Research Database
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research and advocacy that is needed to create system change and build momentum
for accessibility in the fashion industry. We are committed to continuing to open-
source our findings, and to ensure that our recommendations, insights and practice
leave no one behind.

Tilting the Lens has five years of experience in convening and hosting conversations
towards co-designing solutions across a range of business sectors, including fashion.
We would be delighted to support your business in the drive to create better
products and better marketplaces, to bring Disabled designers into your processes,
and to create better representation in your catalogues and platforms.
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Glossary of terms

Ableist (or ableism): this refers to a belief system, or a set of discriminatory
practices that favour non-Disabled people over Disabled people. Perhaps where
Disabled people are intentionally or unintentionally considered or viewed as less
worthy or capable.

Accessible: accessibility can sometimes be defined as the quality of being easily
reached, entered, or used by Disabled people. At Tilting the Lens we define it as an
intentional, participatory design framework and an evolving practice that goes
beyond mere compliance. It prioritises the participation of Disabled people to ensure
design succeeds in both form and function to achieve dignity, agency, ease, and
innovation - rather than just meeting a minimum standard.

Adaptive fashion: intentionally designed clothing or accessories that have fixtures,
closings, fitting elements, or considered fabrics that make them easier to wear for
Disabled people, people who have more limited mobility or dexterity. The design
elements simplify the dressing process and prioritise both style and comfort
supporting everyone in their personal expression.

Alt-text (alternative text): a descriptive explanation of the content of an image
which is primarily used for online accessibility, to allow a screen reader to describe
an image to a user who may be Blind or have low vision. It also helps a search
engine to understand an image, improving search results.

Audio description: additional narration on an audio track that provides descriptors
of key visual elements in (for instance) a video or live performance to make it
accessible to people who are Blind or have low vision.

Chronic illness: a long-lasting physical or mental health condition that can require
ongoing medical attention or may limit daily activity.

Co-design: involving stakeholders, such as people with lived experience of
disability, in decision-making throughout a design process ensuring collaborative and
solution-focused outcomes that frame a problem and test solutions before
implementation.
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Compliance: adhering to local rules, regulations, legislation, or standards to ensure
an organisation operates within legal and ethical boundaries. It is important to be
aware that the guidelines in regulation and standards may not provide accessible
solutions to the widest range of stakeholders, or may have been drafted and
implemented at a time when people’s needs were not as understood as they may be
today.

Consumers: people that purchase goods or services for their own use, rather than
for resale. Consumers are the end users, and so drive economic demand through
their purchasing decisions.

Customer lifetime value: the predicted net profit that a company can expect from
a loyal customer through their entire relationship with their business - no matter
how long that lasts. It can inform decisions around marketing budget allocation and
strategies for customer retention.

Disability: the World Health Organisation!’ says that disability is part of being
human. Disability results from the interaction between individuals with a health
condition, such as cerebral palsy, Down syndrome, or depression, with personal and
environmental factors including negative attitudes, inaccessible transportation and
public buildings, and limited social support. A person’s environment has a huge
effect on the experience and extent of disability. Inaccessible environments create
barriers that often hinder the full and effective participation of persons with
disabilities in society on an equal basis with others. Progress on improving social
participation can be made by addressing these barriers and facilitating persons with
disabilities in their day to day lives.

You can be congenitally disabled (you were born with a disability) or you may
acquire it as you live your life. You can be temporarily or permanently disabled.

Disability Justice Model: this is a movement which focuses on examining
disability and ableism as they relate to other forms of oppression and identity,
centring rights and access. Sins Invalid!® lays out ten principles of Disability Justice
including intersectionality, interdependence, and sustainability.

17 World Health Organisation, Definition of disability.
18 Sins Invalid, 10 Principles of Disability Justice
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Disability tax: this is a colloquial phrase that can refer to the social or economic
‘tax’ (that is the extra financial costs or labour) associated with disability in a social
system not designed for Disabled people.

Disposable income: the income that remains after taxes and social security
charges have been levied that is available to be spent or saved by a person.

Diversity: the presence of people from a range of different backgrounds, identities,
or experiences.

European Accessibility Act!?: a directive of the European Commission that aims
to improve the functioning of the internal market in the EC for accessible products
and services.

Inclusion: the practice of providing equal access to opportunities and resources, in
particular for people who otherwise may have been excluded or marginalised, such
as Disabled people or members of other minority groups.

Intersectional: the interconnected nature of social categorisations such as race,
class, gender, and disability, as they apply to an individual or group. This
acknowledges over-lapping and independent systems of discrimination or
disadvantage. First mentioned in research by Kimberlé Crenshaw?? in 1989.

Lived experience: this is first-hand knowledge as opposed to hearing or learning
about something from others. A person’s identity and their personal challenges or

experiences of being Disabled shapes their perspective and unique understanding

providing them with valuable expertise as distinct from theoretical knowledge.

Medical Model of Disability: this approach sees a disability as something ‘wrong’
or ‘impairing’ to be ‘fixed’ through medical treatment or intervention. This has led to
segregated services and the ultimate exclusion of many Disabled people from
society, rather than the addressing of societal, physical, or policy barriers.

Mobility aids: a device or tool that helps someone with limited or restricted
mobility to move and navigate their environment more independently or reduce

19 European Commission, European Accessibility Act
20 Chicago Unbound, Crenshaw K, Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist
Critigue of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics
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strain. This can include a cane, crutches, rollator or walker, wheelchair, scooters or
prosthetic. It also includes handrails, ramps and stairlifts.

Neurodivergent: this is a nhon-medical term which describes people whose brains
develop or work differently than neurotypical ones. A neurodivergent person may
have different strengths or struggles, and some people have a diagnosis of a medical
condition, while others don’t. Neurodivergence covers a broad range of disabilities
such as Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Dyslexia, Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD), Down Syndrome, Dyscalculia, Dysgraphia, Dyspraxia, Intellectual
disabilities, Bipolar Disorder, Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD), Prader-Willi
Syndrome, Sensory Processing Disorder, Anxiety Disorders, and Tourette Syndrome.

Physical disability: a condition that limits physical functions such as mobility,
stamina, and dexterity. Physical disabilities stem from a wide range of causes, from
injury to musculoskeletal and neurological conditions, to sensory and respiratory
disorders.

Wearable medical devices: these are portable electronics worn on the body that
may be collecting, analysing, and transmitting health data, administering medication
in real-time, or supporting bodily functions. This might include glucose or blood-
pressure monitors, on-body injectors, or stoma-support pouches to collect waste.

Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG?2!): international standards for
making digital content accessible arranged around four principles - that they be
perceivable, operable, understandable, and robust (POUR). Content should be
understandable, compatible with assistive technologies, provide alternative text for
images, and ensure keyboard navigability

21 Web Content Accessibility Guidelines, WCAG 2 Overview
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Tilting the Lens

We drive system change, using lived experience
to advance together beyond compliance.

Tiltingthelens.com
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