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Graduated compression hosiery 
 
Graduated compression therapy plays a major role in the treatment and prevention of varicose veins 
and leg ulcers, and the control of oedema. This therapy works by providing pressure and support for 
the superficial vessels. This counteracts the raised capillary pressure and prevents oedema.  
 
Graded compression stockings exert a greater pressure at the ankle than at the thigh. This, therefore, 
provides a constant graded pressure and encourages the complete emptying of veins, decreasing 
venous pooling and venous stasis.  
 
The amount of pressure required will depend on the size of the patient’s leg and the severity of the 
disease. However, ideally, the pressure should be no greater than that required to prevent capillary 
leakage.  
 
Prior to the application of compression therapy, it is necessary to exclude arterial insufficiency. This is 
ensured by careful history taking, examination of the patient, and Doppler ultrasound assessment.  
 
Categories of compression hosiery  
A range of elastic hosiery is specified by the British Standards Institution (BSI). Stockings are 
classified according to the maximum pressure at the ankle and the pressure gradients at calf and 
thigh. Standard methods are in place for batch testing of these garments, and an important attribute is 
durability. Stockings have to maintain 85% of their original pressure after 30 washes in accordance 
with the manufacturer’s instructions.  
 
Classes  
There are three different classes of compression hosiery. Each class differs with regard to the level of 
pressure exerted. The classes, as described by the National Health Service Drug Tariff (2001), are as 
follows: 
 
Class 1  
This class provides light (mild) support and produces compression of 14mmHg -17mmHg at the ankle.  
Indications: These stockings are for superficial or early varices and those occurring during pregnancy. 
 
Class 11  
These stockings provide medium (moderate) support. Compression at the ankle is 18mmHg – 24mm 
Hg. 
Indications: They are generally used for: varices of medium severity, ulcer treatment and prevention of 
recurrence, mild oedema, varicosis during pregnancy, and for soft tissue support. 
 
Class 111  
These stockings provide strong support. Compression at the ankle is 25mmHg – 35mmHg.  
Indications: This class is used for: gross varices, post thrombotic venous insufficiency, gross oedema, 
ulcer treatment and prevention of recurrence, and soft tissue support. 
 
Types of compression stocking  
There are several types of compression stocking. These include: 
 
Circular knit stockings 
These stockings are available in cotton and nylon yarn. The modern stockings use elastane as 
opposed to rubber and are cosmetically more acceptable. A disadvantage with these stockings is a 
lack of stretch. This makes them very difficult to put on particularly for the elderly client.  
 
Flat bed knit stockings 



These can be obtained in cotton, nylon, and nylon-plated varieties. The nylon-plated variety are the 
most durable, whilst the nylon has the least ankle pressure, and the cotton can be the most 
comfortable. These stockings are made from welt to toe and have a fashioning line down the back. 
They tend to be more flexible than circular knit stockings and are easier to put on and take off. 
Therefore, they may be more preferable for people with swollen legs, those with arthritis, and the 
elderly. Flat bed knit stockings are only available as a made-to-measure item on prescription only. 
 
Net stockings 
These types of stockings are often the least cosmetically acceptable. They are made out of a net 
fabric and seamed. Net stockings are also only available as a made-to-measure item. They are also 
more expensive than circular knit products. 
 
One – way stretch stockings (Class 111 only)  
These stockings are made to measure in a very heavy circular machine knit. They are seamless apart 
from the finishing at the toe and the heel. 
 
Style of compression hosiery 
Thigh length, below knee stockings, socks and tights are all styles of compression hosiery available. 
Each item conforms to the British Standard Compression requirement and come in made to measure 
and standard sizes. Manufacturers also offer different combinations of colour and open or closed 
heels or toes.  
 
The selection of compression hosiery 
The style of stocking should be determined in the initial assessment. A number of factors influence the 
type and style of stocking selected. These include:  

 The client’s age.  
 The dexterity of the client  
 Whether or not the client is disabled.  
 The condition of the client’s skin.  
 The appearance of the stocking.  
 The type of hosiery the client normally wears and the mode of suspension.  

 
An important point that must be considered is the dexterity of the client. Although clients may be used 
to applying thigh length stockings, they may find it impossible to manipulate the stiffer compression 
stocking. Below knee compression hosiery is usually sufficient for prophylactic use. These stockings 
are easier to apply correctly, particularly stockings with open toes, and so patients are more 
encouraged to wear them. Furthermore, stockings or tights may also be worn on top. It is important 
that clients are warned about constricting bands developing around the leg if used with garters or a 
knot twisted in the top of the stocking.  
 
If the client’s leg circumference below the knee is larger than the calf, they may experience problems 
keeping below knee stockings up. In these instances, made to measure stockings may be necessary.  
 
Measuring for elastic hosiery 
It is important to measure the client’s leg following leg elevation, or early in the day, to minimise the 
effects of oedema. 
For standard sized knee stockings, the following measurements must be taken:  

 The ankle circumference of the client at the thinnest point.  
 The calf circumference at the widest point.  
 The below knee length.  

If the client requires thigh length standard stockings, the measurements are the same as for below 
knee stockings, but also include the mid-thigh circumference and leg length.  
Made-to-measure hosiery 
 
If standard hosiery does not fit the client, they will need made-to- measure garments. The 
manufacturers of this hosiery require precise measurements. Measurements must be taken 
systematically from the top to the bottom of the leg. Measurements around the heel should not be 
forgotten, as this is the widest point of the foot over which the stocking has to pass.  
 



Prescribing elastic hosiery 
Before the prescription for elastic hosiery can be dispensed, the following details must be provided by 
the prescriber:  

 The quantity – single or pair.  
 The article i.e. style and type including any accessories.  
 Compression Class I, II, or III.  
 Client measurements if stockings are to be made-to-measure.  

 
As a general rule of thumb, circular products are cheaper and suitable for many people. Flat bed 
stockings may be more preferable for people with swollen legs, those with arthritis, and the elderly. 
They are only available as a made-to-measure item so are much more expensive. There seems little 
place for net products. The products should be prescribed using their Drug Tariff specification, not as 
a particular brand name. 
 
Example FP10 
 

Name and address Age 
 
84 

 

Pharmacy Stamp 

D.o.B 
 
15.4.27 

 
Enid Legache 
Pastures New Care Home 
Eastbourne 

Dispenser's Number of day's treatment 
endorsement  

  
Class II Made to measure closed toe circular knit stockings 
– Please supply one pair. 
 
Measurements: 
 
26 cm around the ankle  
 
37 cm around the widest part of the calf  
 
25 cm from the heel to the tip of the longest toe 
 
64 cm around widest part of the thigh 
 
77 cm from heel to the buttock fold 
 

Signature Date 

Prescriber's name and address 

 
 
Adapted from http://www.nurse-prescriber.co.uk/modules.htm 
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