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Getting New Wheels: Considerations When Choosing a Wheelchair 

 by Susan Christie, PT, ATP, Director, Assistive Technology Center,Bryn Mawr  Rehab Hospital, Bryn 

Mawr, PA   

For many people, the thought of needing to use a wheelchair is a bit scary.  How will I feel?  What will 

people think of me?  Will I be causing my family inconvenience?  How will I take it with me when I want 

to go out?  What if I can’t push it myself?  How much will it cost?  Will my insurance cover it? 

Questions like these come up all the time at the Wheelchair Seating Clinic at Bryn Mawr Rehab, and 

most of them can be answered there (or at your local wheelchair clinic) or by a representative of your 

local Durable Medical Equipment company (DME).  At wheelchair seating clinics across the country, 

people who need custom wheelchairs are seen for individual evaluation -- by physician referrals -- to 

determine their individual needs for power or manual wheelchair seating systems.  A great deal of time, 

thought, and money goes into the decision about a wheelchair, and some guidelines can help make that 

decision easier for people with ALS and their families. 

First consider why you need the wheelchair.  Is it for occasional use when attending a sporting event or 

going to the mall?  Or do you need it to get around inside your home?  Most insurance companies 

require that you be unable to walk in order to qualify for a wheelchair, but because it takes some time 

to get an appointment, process the paperwork, and have the chair made, it is wise to plan ahead.  Don’t 
wait until you are facing a crisis and you can’t move around at all inside your home to begin thinking 
about a chair.  Your doctor and the people at the ALS Centers can help you make the decision about 

when the time is right.   

Your physical functioning, now and in future, is an important consideration.  You need to think about 

your posture, breathing, comfort and ability to move the chair.  Good support for your trunk and neck as 

well as a comfortable seat cushion are keys to good posture.  The chair needs to be the right size and 

type for you.  This may mean a narrow chair, a standard chair, a wide chair or one with a tall back or 

reclining frame.  Since you may get only one chair through your insurance company (Medicare will only 

pay for one chair every five years) you need to choose one that is adaptable as your needs change over 

time, one that can have additional support added if needed.  This is the time to choose between a 

manual wheelchair now or a power wheelchair for the future.  (Medicare will not pay for a power 

wheelchair if you have already received a manual one through them.) Another option is to borrow or 

rent a chair first to see how it works and how fast your needs are changing.  Some ALS Chapters offer an 

equipment loan program and the staff at the ALS Center or Chapter can determine if you are eligible for 

this equipment and whether or not what you need is available.   
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Also consider the accessibility of your home.  Wheelchairs are usually 24”-28” wide, plus some have arm 
rests that add more width to the chair.  You need to have doorways which are wide enough to allow you 

turning room so you can go straight through.  The bathroom door is often narrow and you may have to 

back out once you enter.  It is a good idea to rearrange the furniture so that you’ll have a clear pathway 
through the rooms that you use most often and a space at the kitchen or dining room table so you can 

pull right up.  For access in and out of the house, a ramp is the most practical if there is enough room 

and if local laws and ordinances would allow it.  Portable ramps are fine for short term or occasional use 

and can be disassembled easily and removed immediately. They do not permanently change the 

structure of the house. 

Choosing between a power and manual wheelchair can be a complex decision. Manual wheelchairs are 

portable and can be folded and put into the trunk of a car.  They can be borrowed, rented, or purchased.  

You may be able to propel yourself with your hands or feet, or someone may have to push you.  Power 

wheelchairs, on the other hand, are heavy and usually need a van with a lift for transport.  They need a 

ramp or lift to enter a home or building and need space to operate within the home.  Most power 

wheelchairs are custom made and take several months to make after insurance approval. They may 

allow you to move yourself around without having to ask someone to push you.  You can go from room 

to room or outside if your house has a ramp or deck.  Some power wheelchairs recline or tilt back so 

that you can shift your position and get some of your weight off of your buttocks, giving some pressure 

relief for your skin.  A power wheelchair with a good cushion, back support, and headrest may allow you 

to be up for many hours or all day, when the alternative is to stay in bed. 

Two important questions to ask when choosing a wheelchair are: what do I need right now and what 

might I need in the future?  It is difficult to plan ahead when the future is uncertain, but you may only 

get one wheelchair paid for by health insurance.  Seating specialists want to make sure that the 

wheelchair will accommodate you as changes occur in your comfort level and your abilities.  This is why 

all people with ALS are encouraged to seek out professional wheelchair seating specialists for a personal 

evaluation. You should know that it is now a Medicare requirement that person conducting the 

evaluation cannot be affiliated with the vendor of the wheelchair.   

Clearly, there are many considerations when choosing a wheelchair. The staff at the ALS Clinic can help 

direct you to resources in the community, but the process works best when the consumer, family and 

caregiver are also involved.   
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