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“Round Peg, Square Hole”
Why transport matters in wheelchair prescription

KATRINA BARRETT 
Clinical Lead Occupational Therapist, Williams OT

As health professionals, it very easy to become too focused on the wheelchair/ technology solution ... 
rather than the practical implications!!

Today’s session is intended for wheelchair users, clinicians and caregivers alike. 

The main aim; to encourage lateral thinking about wheelchair transport solutions and increase 
understanding about some of the possible solutions. 

Wheelchairs- more than just a way
from A to B !
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Presenter biography
• OT from Adelaide-

• Williams OT-private practice in Mile End, SA.

• Special interest in complex seating/ wheelchair prescription, 
general AT, home modifications and vehicle modifications

Vision statement; 
“A world where every individual, regardless of ability, has the
freedom and independence to move, drive, and thrive.  ”

• Pattern- clients referred with difficulty transporting their mobility 
aids,  often reporting that transport options were not considered 
in wheelchair prescription

1. Explore patterns in transport challenges for wheelchair users 

2.Hear feedback from a recent survey- wheelchair user’s perspective

3.Understand the functional impact of wheelchair transport challenges- what are

the real issues??

4.Potential strategies/ considerations for practice

5. Case studies

6. Useful links/ resources

7. Question time!

Aims of today’s session 
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• Heavy frame designs

• Limited consideration of transport options/ design

features at the assessment stage

• Fixed backrest canes/ backrest too high

• Folding wheelchair frame designs are usually considered

more portable (this is not always correct)

• Potential risk for carers

• Unused equipment- not practical!!

• Standard taxis refusing to provide transport- due to complicated disassembly process (without

written instructions)- communication breakdown

• Limited understanding of available vehicle modification options

Key observations in practice

Why is this important in clinical practice? 
Why does the wheelchair prescription process need to consider transport?

• Enable independence and freedom of choice

• Equitable community access

• Reduce risk of shoulder injuries (clients and carers)

• Reduce workload on carers

• Optimise use of prescribed equipment

• Provide mobility aids that consider the long-term

needs of the client in relation to their disability or

health condition

• Make mobility aids as MOBILE as possible!!
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What does the evidence say??
• Limited research available  regarding clinical considerations for wheelchair prescription. Research focus- safety/ 

guidelines for transporting an occupied wheelchair, but not transport considerations for clinical wheelchair 
prescription (design). 

• Gap in the literature- there is scope for further research detailing client experiences (qualitative data needed)- to 
guide therapists

• Risk of manual handling injuries - during wheelchair transfers in and out of vehicle, due to force required and 
repetition of movement. (Worksafe Victoria)

• Study in Washington, USA,(2023)- Ride share service experiences of wheelchair users. Survey of 341 wheelchair 
users.  Key recommendation- ease of disassembly and transport must be considered for people unfamiliar with 
wheelchair dismantling! Findings from this survey- nearly 40% of wheelchair users had experience ride denial!

What does this mean? 
• wheelchair design is crucial with accessibility to ALL types of transport options. By applying careful thought in the 

DESIGN and prescription stage, as therapists we can either widen or further restrict the transport options for our 
clients. 

• Electronic Quality Improvement survey- distributed in Williams OT clinic and 
suppliers in South Australia

• Aim; to gain objective feedback from wheelchair users- quality improvement in 
wheelchair prescription process, understand client experiences

• Distribution; 4 AT suppliers, Xtracare, Aidacare, Home Care Equipment 
and ILS. 1 vehicle modifier- Willshire Mobility

• Responses- 55 responses received between May- August 2025.

Client Survey- wheelchair user 
engagement process
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Survey questions-
1.Have you encountered any difficulties transporting your wheelchair in your vehicle?

Survey questions-
2. If you have challenges transporting your wheelchair- please describe in more detail-
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“My 13- yr old daughter has a powered wheelchair but our car isn’t big enough to transport it, so we have to 

use a manual wheelchair instead which doesn’t give my daughter the independence she deserves”. 

“Due to so many years in a wheelchair I needed shoulder replacement so was finding too difficult to put 

wheelchair in my car”.

“Hard to get myself in, plus a wheelchair. Its worse in the rain or on slopes. It's like an extra awkward friend 

to have to carry and fit. I have a large car, and still real-estate fills fast. I don't fancy available things to 

carry and lift wheelchairs on the roof, as they don't suit my wheelchair, me or my vehicle. Even though they 

might make life easier. The challenges faced are a part of disability life that cannot be helped too much “

“Being legless makes it impossible for me to independently load my wheelchair in the car. The Caro lifter I 

purchased cannot be fitted to my car roof racks due to weight restrictions”

“Loading a wheelchair in the boot can be an issue. If you are shopping you need to consider what mobility 
aids you take at the expense of mobility. The car would be unable to accommodate a hoist in the boot. I 
often use ride share services like Uber. I used to disclose that I had a wheelchair. Trips were often cancelled 
as a result. I no longer notify drivers and have had few issues. There has been occasional minor damage to 
the wheelchair”

“I suffer from very chronic arthritis so find it very difficult and painful at times to lift my wheelchair into 
my car therefore I now rely on a wheelchair lifting device called an Abiloader which now helps me to 
transport my wheelchair. Also in the past I have had some short-term difficulties in finding a suitable car 
which is capable and suitable of housing my wheelchair too”

“My wheelchair is heavy and bulky, and all my support workers only have small hatchbacks. Most of my care 
workers also have medical issues and can’t lift my wheelchair into or out of their vehicles. I have been on a 
DSP since 2001, and I would never be able to purchase, modify, register and insure a suitable vehicle”.

“I can lift my own manual chair in and out of cars so I can use Uber, DiDi etc. independently. However some 
drivers have refused to drive me and I had to chase up refunds etc. My chair doesn't fold up, which more 
times than not they don’t understand (despite it always fitting if I remove wheels)”
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“Due to the deterioration of my shoulders through aging I am finding it now impossible to lift my chair into the
car”.

“I had a manual wheelchair for many years with a collapsible frame. It didn’t fit in all cars”

“It’s too heavy and fiddly to lift in”

“Lifting and dismantling is very challenging due to my illness which means I need someone with me to be able to
dismantle and lift it into the car”

“Chair doesn't fit, or height of car seat is an issue to transfer”

“I don’t, but my support workers struggle with smaller cars or the weight of the chair”

Survey questions-
3. Did your therapist consider the transport of your wheelchair when it was prescribed? 

Sample size of this survey- 55 people

14 people- never considered, (25%), 7 - a few options (12.7%), another

16 (29%) continued to have issues.

37.7% - transport was not really factored into the prescription process
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Survey questions-
4. Have you experienced difficulty accessing the community with your wheelchair?

Survey questions-
5. What strategies were considered to assist wheelchair transport?
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Survey questions-
6. Are you able to load your wheelchair into your car independently?

34- I  need assistance

9 - I  sometimes need assistance

3- I  use a loading device

8- I  am independent

Survey questions-
7. Has difficulty with transporting your wheelchair had an impact on 
your health and wellbeing?
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Survey questions-
8. How confident are you in transporting your wheelchair?

KEY CONSIDERATION-

• Can the person mobilise from boot to driver’s seat? 

• Is a support person available?

• Is the person a driver or passenger?

Rigid frame wheelchairs- lighter weight, easier propel, compact when wheels removed. Best suited to active 

wheelchair users. 

Folding Frame wheelchairs- practical option, still need a reasonable amount of boot space for transport. 

Possible wheelchair loading devices

• Boot Slide- user needs to be able to bend to ground level

• Boot hoist; wheelchair doesn't need to be collapsed, only backrest folded.

• AbiLoader- great option to bring wheelchair to driver’s seat (need to consider overall length of wheelchair 

and compatibility with vehicle boot). 

• Roof topper- consider roof weight rating, weight of topper plus wheelchair

Wheelchair loading aids
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Transport options

Decision making process-
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Abiloader
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• Disability/ condition- is it stable or progressive?? Are wheelchair transfers likely to change? 

• Measure the person, proposed wheelchair (trial wheelchair) and vehicle carefully

• Discuss intended transport method/ location (e.g. boot/ back seat etc.). 

• Abilities of person and carer?

• Frame design- best suited to fixed or folding wheelchair?

• Potential lifting aid options( e.g. boot hoist or roof topper)

• Person’s ability to learn new strategies/ disassembly

options

• Type of backrest- consider folding backrest canes

if possible

Considerations for improving portability

Case Study 1- “Sam”
• Sam is a 52-year-old man who was referred for a wheelchair assessment/ application

• Left below knee amputation in 2022 and was discharged from hospital with a hired manual 
wheelchair that was very heavy and difficult to propel 

• The new wheelchair was very heavy, hard to propel and the backrest was very uncomfortable. 

• ** Upon re- assessment at Williams OT it was noted Sam exceeded the SWL of backrest and cushion by 
over 20kg **
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• Prime example of “ chicken before egg!!”, when vehicle modifications are completed prior to 
determining the most appropriate wheelchair. 

• Sam’s wife was unable to load the wheelchair into the car - a Mitsubishi Outlander. 

• Sam had completed his modified driving assessment and was approved to drive with hand 
controls, however needed support from his wife to load the wheelchair in and out of the car, 
despite installation of a boot hoist. Sam was finding his wheelchair very hard to propel and 
wanted to be independent in accessing the community.

***Sam was also weighed 156kg at the time of his initial appointment- top end of the weight 
limit for most standard wheelchairs.

Key issues
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Option 1- Motion Composites
Main mobility aim- for Sam to be able to stand from the wheelchair, attach to the boothoist and 
transfer independently into the boot, then walk to the driver’s seat with elbow crutches. 

Option 2; Walternus W5
SWL 250kg, total weight 12kg- quote for $24,000. 

Add a little bit of body 
text

N.B- application declined due to cost, several other bariatric wheelchairs suggested-
double the total weight!!
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Application process-
1. Sam’s original wheelchair application was declined by NDIS as he was within 10% of the tested SWL of Motion 

Composites wheelchair. 

2. A re-application was then completed for a Walternus W5 bariatric wheelchair, at an increased cost of $25,000. This 
was then declined again due to cost. 

***During this process, Sam lost approx. 20kg and was then appropriate for the original wheelchair. This was finally   
approved after nearly 2 years of advocacy. 

• The wheelchair and power assist device arrived in September 2025 and the boot hoist was adjusted with 
appropriate hooks/ attachments, to allow it to lift the new wheelchair

• Sam is now able to load it independently into the boot of his vehicle. A power assist device was also 
approved, which Sam is able to load in and out of the vehicle himself (8kg).

Sam’s new wheelchair

Motion Composites Helio C2-
foot propulsion

Folding backrest - removable 
armrests compatible with bootspace

above for boot lifter arm
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Case Study 2- “Rosie”
Rosie is a 57-year-old lady who had a major Right CVA in early 2024, with residual left sided hemiplegia, memory 

issues and left upper limb contracture. Rosie is reliant on her husband to transfer the wheelchair in and out of 
their small hatchback vehicle. A heavy tilt- in space hired wheelchair was provided on hospital discharge.  
Priorities for new wheelchair- very lightweight frame, easy to transport in the small vehicle, potential for foot 
propulsion with Rosie’s stronger right foot. 

The Solution-

• light Progeo Ego Hybrid wheelchair (9.8 kg total weight) that folds and also has the lightweight function of a 

rigid frame wheelchair. 

• Foot propulsion possible for short distances- Right foot.

• Husband can easily detach the rigid backrest, fold the backrest canes and stow the folded wheelchair in the 

vehicle boot. 

• They are enjoying being able to go out more frequently together and visit their grandchildren- one of 

their main priorities!

Position for 
transfer compact- fits in hatchback boot Foot propulsion 

folding 
backrest
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Case Study 3- “ Kaye”
Kaye is a 60-year-old lady who has severe peripheral 
neuropathy and ataxic gait (reduced coordination), due to 
radiotherapy  received many years ago for cancer 
treatment.

Kaye has a small SUV - Honda CRV- and lives by the beach. 
She enjoys sailing and walking her small dog.  

Kaye is able to walk from car boot to drivers seat but has 
reduced balance and ability to lift the wheelchair. She also 
fatigues very quickly and needed a compact power assist 
device for travel

Compact wheelchair, 
space for boothoist and power assist

Simple folding backrest

Practical power assist option -
Klaxon Klick Mini
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Summary
• Careful thought at the design stage can have a major impact on the practical use and portability of 

wheelchair (eg frame type/ backrest type/ weight)

• Measure, measure, measure- the person and the intended vehicle

• Consider mobility from boot to driver’s seat?  Vehicle loading options.

• Think long-term- how is the person going to manage if things get more difficult? 

• Consider a staged approach for wheelchair loading.

• Seek advice from a vehicle modifier- consider a consultation!

• Design of wheelchair can have a big impact on compatible lifting aids 

• Key takeaway- In general, if more thought is given at the DESIGN stage of wheelchair prescription, the 

better the outcome with portability and community access!

Questions???
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Useful links/ Resources 
Braunability- vehicle modifier 

• https://www.braunability.eu/en/learn/solutions-for-accessibility-in-vehicles/bringing-your-mobility-device/xt

Motion Composites Blog
• https://www.motioncomposites.com/en_intl/community/blog/tips-and-tricks/transporting-your-manual-

wheelchair-in-and-out-of-your-vehicle

Sunrise Medical Blog
• https://www.sunrisemedical.com.au/education-in-motion/blog/considering-vehicle-transportation-during-manual-

wheelchair-assessments-1

NSW SCI seating modules 
• https://aci.health.nsw.gov.au/networks/spinal-cord-injury/spinal-seating/module-6/wheelchair-seating-a-complex-

puzzle
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Contact details

Katrina Barrett
katrina@williamsot.com

ph (08) 8166 0767
Website-

www.williamsOT.com

Feedback welcome!!
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