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Whether you are
a pastor, worship
leader, volunteer,

or are involved

in any capacity
within a worship
community,

this guide aims

to equip you

with valuable
Knowledge and
simple, actionable
strategies.

A SUCCESS STORY
OF SENSORY SENSITIVITY & WORSHIP

This resource guide is the culmination of an unexpected journey | began 10 years ago.
My work usually focuses on supporting vulnerable children and their families. Normally,
this means that | work with non-profit organizations and governments. However, 10
years ago, a family sought me out concerning their adopted son, Dylan (a pseudonym),
who struggled during church worship due to sensory overload.

The loud music, bright lights, and crowded spaces overwhelmed him, leading to
meltdowns during the service. Despite his parents’ efforts to help him, Dylan’s
discomfort persisted, and attending church became increasingly distressing for the
entire family. They began arriving late, leaving early, and felt isolated from their church
community. They seriously considered resigning from church entirely. Recognizing the
need for support, Dylan’s parents approached the church’s leadership team. They were
receptive, yet uncertain about how best to assist Dylan and his family. This is when the
family contacted me.

Working hand in hand with Dylan, his parents, and the church leadership, we devised a
tailored plan to address Dylan’s unique needs. Through implementing sensory-friendly
adjustments, such as creating a designated quiet area for him and providing sensory
aids like noise-canceling headphones and quiet fidget toys, we were able to mitigate
sensory overload. We taught Dylan strategies, like deep breathing and recognizing
when he needed a break from sensory stimuli. We enlisted the support of a teen from
the congregation to serve as Dylan’s buddy, allowing Dylan’s family to participate in the
service while ensuring Dylan had support when needed.

The impact was profound and transformative. The church was able to create an
environment where Dylan felt valued and understood. He began to thrive. Dylan’s
family was embraced by a church community that not only understood their challenges,
but also actively worked to accommodate them. For the first time in years, they felt
seen. They belonged. The experience also deeply impacted the church leadership team.
The church now provides a designated sensory space for anyone and provides ongoing
training for volunteers to help them recognize and respond to the needs of individuals
with sensory sensitivities.
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However, Dylan’s story is just one among countless individuals with sensory sensitivity
facing similar challenges. It is this awareness that drives my passion for this project: To
shed light on experiences like Dylan’s and equip churches to better support individuals
with sensory sensitivity. The tips and strategies in this guide are not just based on
academic literature. They also come from the real experiences shared with us by

over a thousand individuals with sensory sensitivities and their families, as well as
insights from over 100 ministry leaders. This means the strategies presented here

are not only backed by research but also reflect the challenges and successes of real
people and dedicated ministry leaders prayerfully working to create inclusive worship
environments. My hope is that through this resource guide, we can empower churches
to create more welcoming worship environments where everyone, including those with
sensory needs, can thrive and feel a sense of belonging.

EVERYONE SHOULD HAVE THE
OPPORTUNITY TO WORSHIP

Whether we know it or not, nearly all worship communities will serve people with
sensory sensitivities. This guide is designed to provide practical support and guidance
for ministry leaders who wish to create inclusive and accommodating worship
environments for everyone. The guide is the result of a comprehensive review of the
academic literature and a survey conducted with over a thousand individuals with
sensory sensitivities and their families, along with insights from over 100 ministry
leaders. Whether you are a pastor, worship leader, volunteer, or are involved in any
capacity within a worship community, this guide aims to equip you with valuable
knowledge and simple, actionable strategies. Ultimately, this guide seeks to help you
open the doors wider to your worship spaces by providing the tools to better support
those with sensory sensitivities and their families.

6 | WORSHIP WITHOUT LIMITS

WHY DOES SENSORY SENSITIVITY
MATTER IN OUR WORSHIP COMMUNITY?

“For just as the body is one and has many members, and all
the members of the body, though many, are one body, so

it is with Christ. For in one Spirit we were all baptized into
one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were

made to drink of one Spirit. For the body does not consist of
one member but of many. If the foot should say, “Because |
am not a hand, | do not belong to the body,” that would not
make it any less a part of the body. And if the ear should say,
“Because | am not an eye, | do not belong to the body,” that
would not make it any less a part of the body.”

1 Corinthians 12:12-27 ESV

Just as the human body comprises many interconnected parts, each with its own unique
function, so too does the body of Christ encompass believers from diverse backgrounds,
strengths, and abilities. This passage underscores the importance of ensuring that
every member feels welcomed, valued, and included in the church community. Just as
every part of the body contributes to its overall health and function, every individual,
including those with sensory sensitivities, has a vital role to play in the worship
community. By embracing inclusivity and accommodating diverse needs, churches can
foster an environment where everyone can fully participate in worship. Furthermore,
we can help build each person’s capacity to actively participate and contribute to the
body of Christ. Worship communities have an opportunity to create spaces where
individuals with sensory sensitivities can engage in spiritual practices and feel a sense
of belonging. This guide offers simple, practical suggestions and resources to enhance
the worship experience for individuals with sensory sensitivities and promote a more
inclusive community.

Let's dive in together, as we learn, adapt, and grow in our understanding of how we can
serve and engage those with sensory sensitivity. Together, let's create worship spaces
that embrace diversity and nurture the spiritual growth and well-being of all individuals.



Understanding
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WHAT IS SENSORY SENSITIVITY? Sensory

Sensory sensitivity is characterized by heightened emotional — t P t
responsiveness, increased sensitivity to environmental stimuli, S e nSl l"l y
and a tendency to process information deeply. Biologically

] D
based, this trait is estimated to appear in approximately 15-20% ls e Stlmat e d

of the population and influences how individuals perceive and

interact with their surroundings. Although sensory sensitivity t —

is often seen in individuals with certain diagnoses like ADHD, 0 app e alr ln
Autism, Anxiety, and PTSD, not everyone with sensory sensitivity

has these diagnoses, and not everyone with these diagnoses apprOXimat e ly

experiences sensory sensitivity in the same way.

(1 V.4
In the context of religious communities and worship services, individuals with sensory 15 f— 2 0 70 0 e

sensitivities may have both strengths and challenges that can significantly impact

their participation and overall experience. For example, individuals with sensory l t —
sensitivities often possess heightened attention to detail, deep emotional connections p opu a lon
to spiritual experiences, and a profound appreciation for sensory-rich rituals - all

of which may enrich their full and conscious participation in worship. However, they

may also encounter challenges such as difficulty with sensory overload, heightened

anxiety in crowded or noisy environments, and challenges with social interactions.

By understanding the specific needs and experiences of people with sensory

sensitivities, ministry leaders can proactively create worship environments that honor

their strengths, address their challenges, and foster a sense of belonging and spiritual

growth for everyone in the worship community. This section will explore in detail

the strengths and challenges faced by individuals with sensory sensitivities during
worship services.
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WHY DO WE NEED

PEOPLE WITH SENSORY SENSITIVITY
IN OUR CHURCHES?

Individuals with sensory sensitivities bring unique strengths and qualities that
make them an important and valuable part of the body of Christ and their worship
community. While they may face certain challenges in navigating sensory, social,
and emotional aspects of worship services, recognizing and appreciating the
strengths they bring is crucial. These strengths may include heightened attention
to detail, deep emotional connections to spiritual experiences, and a profound
appreciation for sensory-rich rituals.

Heightened Emp@ﬂ

Individuals with sensory sensitivities often exhibit heightened sensitivity to the
needs and emotions of others. They possess a remarkable capacity for empathy,
compassion, and understanding. This sensitivity allows them to connect deeply
with the spiritual experiences and struggles of others, providing comfort, support,
and a listening ear. This empathy enables them to create meaningful connections
and foster a sense of community within the worship setting.

Deep Appreciation
r Beauty & Meaning

People with sensory sensitivity tend to process information deeply and have a
keen eye for detail. They often have a deep appreciation for beauty, art, and
symbolism. This unique perspective enhances their ability to recognize and
embrace the sacred and transcendent aspects of worship. Their attention to
detail can enrich worship experiences by highlighting the significance of rituals,
symbols, and moments that might be overlooked by others. Their presence adds
depth and richness to the collective worship experience.
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Reilective &
Thoughtiul Na

Individuals with sensory sensitivities often have a reflective and introspective
nature. They engage in deep thinking and pondering, seeking to understand and
make sense of their own spiritual journey. This introspection can inspire others in
the worship community to engage in deeper reflections, fostering personal growth
and a greater understanding of faith. This thoughtful nature can also contribute
to meaningful discussions and dialogues, encouraging others to explore and
articulate their own beliefs and experiences.

@ %ghly Perceptive

People with sensory sensitivities have a heightened ability to observe and notice
subtleties in their surroundings. They may pick up on nuances in worship services
that others might miss, such as shifts in atmosphere, emotional undercurrents,
or the impact of sensory elements. These perceptive observations can provide
valuable insights for worship and ministry leaders, helping them tailor the
worship experience to be more engaging and impactful for everyone.

cCcommitment to
Authenticity & Since

Individuals with sensory sensitivities often have a deep desire for authenticity
and genuineness in their worship experience. They appreciate sincere expressions
of faith and seek meaningful connections with God and others. Their commitment
to authenticity encourages an atmosphere of vulnerability, transparency, and
honest worship within the community. Their presence reminds others of the
importance of being true to oneself, fostering an environment where individuals
can bring their whole selves to worship.

By recognizing and embracing the strengths of individuals with sensory sensitivities,
worship communities can benefit from and celebrate their distinct contributions.
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WHY ITIS HARD

FOR PEOPLE WITH SENSORY
SENSITIVITY TO BE IN OUR CHURCHES?

While individuals with sensory sensitivities possess important strengths, it is essential
to recognize and understand the challenges they may face during worship services. The
combination of sensory, social, and emotional factors in worship settings can present
difficulties for them. Here are some key challenges they might encounter:

Sensory overlog
& Ooverstimulat

People with sensory sensitivities often have heightened sensitivity to sensory stimuli.
Loud music, bright or flickering lights, strong scents, standing for prolonged periods,
and crowded spaces commonly found in worship services can quickly overwhelm and
overstimulate individuals with high sensitivity. These sensory experiences may lead to
increased stress, anxiety, or sensory overload, making it challenging for them to fully
engage in worship and maintain a sense of calm and focus.

Social Interactions &
1Ig2ating social Dynamics

Worship services involve various social interactions, such as greeting others,
participating in group activities, or communal singing. Individuals with sensory
sensitivities may find it demanding to navigate social dynamics effectively. They may
feel overwhelmed by the intensity of interactions, struggle with small talk, or find it
challenging to connect with others in a large group setting. This difficulty in social
engagement can lead to feelings of isolation or exclusion within the worship community.
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Emotional Inte
& Vulnerability

Religious services often evoke deep emotions, spiritual intensity, and collective
religious experiences. Individuals with sensory sensitivities may have heightened
emotional responsiveness and experience intense emotional reactions. The
emotional nature of worship services can result in emotional exhaustion or increased
vulnerability for individuals with sensory sensitivities, potentially impacting their
overall well-being and ability to fully engage with the worship experience.

Sensitivity to
ansitions & Change

People with sensory sensitivities tend to be more sensitive to transitions and changes
in their environment. Worship services often involve transitions between different
elements, such as music, prayers, sermons, and rituals. These transitions, along with
changes in sensory stimuli or routines, can be challenging for individuals with sensory
sensitivities to adapt to and may cause heightened anxiety or discomfort.

Pressure to cont
& Participate

In worship services, there may be societal or community expectations for individuals
to conform and participate in certain ways. This pressure to conform can create
additional stress and anxiety for individuals with sensory sensitivities, as they may
struggle with certain forms of participation or expression that do not align with
their sensory and emotional sensitivities. For example, some people with sensory
sensitivities may find it challenging to engage in communal singing or prolonged
periods of standing during worship services, which are often expected forms of
participation. Inability to partake in these activities can lead to feelings of guilt, self-
doubt, or a sense of inadequacy within the worshiping community.

Recognizing sensory sensitivities and implementing gradual adjustments tailored to
their needs can enable the worshiping community to support individuals.
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Supporting
Worship Experiences

— FOR THOSE WITH —

Nearly all Sensory Sensitivity

worShip Nearly all worship communities serve individuals with sensory
communities
serve individuals

sensitivities. This Resource Guide is designed for ministry leaders
to create inclusive worship environments and is based on
literature review, survey data, and insights from ministry leaders.

X ( ? )
with sensory WHY & HOW UNDERSTANDING

Sensory Sensitivity Matters Sensory Sensitivities

) ) ) )
S e n s lt l‘,ltl e S Importance of inclusivity in the body of Sensory sensitivity: heightened emotional
o Christ, emphasizing every member’s value.

responsiveness, sensitivity to stimuli.

Diverse backgrounds, strengths, and Not limited to specific diagnoses;

abilities enrich worship experiences. it affects 15-20% of the population.

Simple, practical strategies to Both strengths (e.g., empathy, deep appreciation
enhance worship for individuals with for meaning) and challenges (e.g., sensory
sensory sensitivities. overload, social difficulties) exist.

( S J

STRENGTHS CHALLENGES

of Individuals with Faced by Individuals with
RefIECtio Q eStio S Sensory Sensitivities Sensory Sensitivities
f - - t o Heightened Eampathy Sensory Overload and Overstimulation
or Your Mlnls ry Team. Deep Appreciation for Beauty and Meaning Social Interactions and Navigating Social Dynamics
Reflective and Thoughtful Nature Emotional Intensity and Vulnerability
1. Have we noticed any signs in our community that might Above-Average Perception and Observation Sensitivity to Transitions and Change
indicate individuals with sensory sensitivities are struggling S N - . — T
with the worship services? ommitment to Authenticity and Sincerity ressure to Conform and Participate
D) 2. How can we incorporate the strengths of individuals with L > J
sensory sensitivities into our worship service? How can we

make them feel valued as a part of the congregation? Learn more about how you can support those with

Sensory Sensitivity at samford.edu/sensorysensitivity




Supporting
Worship
Participation

Seven Key
Strategies

ior Individuals
with Sensory
Sensitivities
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People with sensory sensitivities and their families often need
additional support to fully participate in worship services. Despite
this pressing need, both academic literature and practical resources
for aiding individuals with sensory sensitivity in worship settings
are scarce. To bridge this gap, we embarked on a research study.
Our main goal was to better understand the challenges individuals
with sensory sensitivity face during worship and how they manage
them. We also wanted to learn about the strategies currently used
by worshiping communities to support them.

We strongly believe that individuals with sensory sensitivities and their families know
their needs best, while ministry leaders are skilled at implementing practices within
their congregations. In this section, we will[EXPLORE SEVEN ACTIONABLE STRATEGIES
aimed at cultivating inclusive and accommodating worship environments for individuals
with sensory sensitivities. These strategies have been carefully selected based on
feedback from both individuals with sensory sensitivities and ministry leaders, who
identified them as the most successful in facilitating a positive worship experience. Each
strategy is accompanied by practical tips and actionable steps to guide you in effectively
implementing these principles within your worship community.

CREATE A SENSORY-
FRIENDLY SPACE

PROVIDE SELF-REGULATION
OPPORTUNITIES

CREATE AN UNDERSTANDING
COMMUNITY

OFFER FLEXIBLE
WORSHIP OPTIONS

TAILORING STRATEGIES FOR YOUR FAITH COMMUNITY

Remember, the suggestions in this guide are general recommendations and are meant as a
menu of options. As a ministry leader, it's important to thoughtfully adapt them to align with
your faith community’s unique resources, practices, beliefs, and traditions. Keep in mind:

« Making your church more inclusive « Consult with church leaders and individuals
doesn’t have to be overwhelming. with sensory sensitivities to ensure changes
Even small changes can make a big respect their needs and preferences. -
difference. Begin by making gradual Remember, those with sensory differences PROVI DE SENSORY
changes that suit your church’s unique are experts on their own experiences;
needs and opportunities. involve them in decision-making. FRIENDLY RESOURCES
« Prayerfully consider how to integrate - Connect with other ministry leaders who
these ideas in a way that honors have made changes to support sensory LI STE N AN D
your theological convictions and sensitivities. Their experiences can offer
rich worship traditions. Approach helpful guidance. COM MUNICATE OPEN LY
changes through the lens of your faith . ] .. )
tradition, maintaining theological - View this as an ongoing journey; continually

re-evaluate and enhance supportive
practices over time.

Let’s explore these strategies together, empowering us to create worship environments
that are truly accommodating for all.

WORKTOGETHERTO
MEET UNIQUE NEEDS

integrity while increasing inclusion.

oF | GO OB [ QO 9
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Small
adjustments to
the worship
environment
can go

a long way

STRATEGY #1

Create a Sensory-
Friendly Space

Small adjustments to the worship environment can go a long
way in accommodating diverse sensory needs and promoting
a sense of calm and belonging.

PRACTICAL TIPS:

Ensure there are clearly marked and easily accessible quiet zones, or retreat areas
within or near the worship space. (Note: If possible, this should be separated from
a “cry or nursing room” or the area designated for families with young children to
play, as those spaces tend to have many sensory challenges.)

Offer a designated quiet room or area where the service is streamed live. This
space allows those with sensory sensitivities to participate comfortably away from
overwhelming stimuli.

Provide flexible seating options, allowing individuals to choose locations that feel
most comfortable, whether near exits, away from speakers, or in quieter areas.

Ensure clear pathways and easy access to exits, minimizing crowded or confined
spaces that can be overwhelming.

Designate relaxation areas outside the worship space where individuals can take
breaks and decompress in a calming environment.

Provide sensory maps or guides that outline the different areas of the worship
space, highlighting quieter zones, exits, and available resources.

Reilection euestions
ior Your Ministry Team:

1. How can we work together to identify specific environmental
factors within our worship venue that contribute to sensory
overload or discomfort for individuals?

What adjustments can we make to (i.e., seating arrangements,
lighting, quiet zones, etc.) to create a more comfortable
worship space for everyone?




STRATEGY #2

Provide Seli-Regulation
Opportunities

Empower individuals to manage sensory overload and emotional
E mp Owe r responses by providing tools and practices for self-reqgulation. These
techniques, such as guided prayer and breathing exercises, promote

[ [ [

ln dl‘,l du al S relaxation, focus, and emotional well-being during worship services.
Although these supports might be especially helpful for those with

t 0 E e sensory sensitivity, they can be a blessing to all!
PRACTICAL TIPS:
S e n S 0 r - Offer posters with calming imagery, scripture verses, or affirmations that
individuals can focus on when feeling overwhelmed.
« Incorporate moments of silence or reflection into the service to allow individuals to

Ove rload and center themselves and manage sensory overload.

 Provide printed resources with guided prayer prompts, meditation scripts, or
— relaxation exercises that individuals can access before, during, or after the service.
emOtlona Both a Breathing Exercises Guide and Prayer/Meditation Prompts can be found in
the resource section.
re S ons e S « Host a workshop for children and adults on guided prayer, grounding techniques,
p [ and breathing exercises tailored for worship settings. Alternatively, invite a local
counselor to discuss calming practices and managing intense emotions or disruptive
behaviors during worship.

Reilection euestions
ior Your Ministry Team:

In what ways can we identify local resources and professionals
that could support our efforts to empower self-reqgulation in
our congregations?

How can we easily integrate opportunities for self-regulation
into our church’s reqular services?
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STRATEGY #3

Create an Understanding
community

t Create a supportive community where individuals feel understood,
C r e al e al accepted, and connected. Through peer support groups, buddy
systems, and training, foster empathy, and mutual understanding

S up p 0 rti‘,e among congregation members, enhancing the overall worship

experience for everyone.

community PRACTICAL TIPS:

- Facilitate a regular meetup of individuals and families with sensory sensitivities to

h — — — l connect and just be together. For people who often feel different, a simple sense of
wnere IMmnaiviauais nelonging i an incredible gift
- Consider providing access to resources such as books, articles, online forums, and
f l d t d community support groups where individuals with sensory sensitivity and their
e e un ers 0 0 ’ loved ones can learn from others and share their experiences.
- Establish a “sensory buddy” program that pairs individuals with sensory
t d nd sensitivities with trained volunteers or peers who can provide companionship,
ac c ep e 9 a; emotional support, and assistance during services.
» Organize educational workshops or seminars led by experts or experienced families

c onne c t e d to raise awareness about sensory processing differences, communication strategies,
[ and coping techniques.

» Develop a mentorship program that connects families newly navigating sensory
sensitivities with experienced caregivers or individuals who can offer guidance,
resources, and encouragement.

« Before introducing them to the main church service, try out the strategies in smaller
settings like small groups or children’s services. This way, they can be tested, tweaked,
and receive feedback from real experiences before rolling them out to everyone.

Reilection euestions
ior Your Ministry Team:

1. How can we actively foster an environment where individuals
with sensory sensitivities feel genuinely valued and connected
within our congregation?

How can we leverage existing resources within our
congregation to implement initiatives like support groups,
buddy systems, and training?
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STRATEGY #4

Oiier Flexible
Worship Options

d — t t — Adjust routines and provide alternatives to accommodate
A Jus rou lne S individual sensory preferences and boundaries. By offering
diverse worship formats, flexible attendance, and meaningful

and prOVide opportunities to step away from the service, you ensure

individuals can fully participate while honoring their unique needs.

o
alternatives PRACTICAL TIPS:
« Provide online streaming or smaller, more intimate gatherings as alternatives to
t 0 ac c Ommo dat e traditional in-person services for those who may find large crowds overwhelming.
« Explore outdoor or nature-based worship experiences, allowing congregants to
connect with their surroundings through sensory experiences like feeling the

in dividual S ens ory warmth of the sun, breathing fresh air, and listening to natural sounds.

If you offer multiple services, consider having a “sensory-friendly” service option
with reduced sensory stimuli, such as dimmed lighting, minimized use of visual

f d effects, and softer music levels. Keeping the environment basic may be good for
pre e re nc e S a,!n those with sensory sensitivity but is also often preferred by others.
« Encourage congregants that are struggling to participate to arrive late, leave early,

b oun darie S or take breaks as needed to manage sensory overwhelm during services.

- Consider creating a calming walking path or prayer labyrinth, either indoors or
outdoors, where people can calm down when feeling overwhelmed.

Reilection euestions
ior Your Ministry Team:

What alternative worship formats can we offer to people who
may find traditional services overwhelming?

Could any of these options be integrated with our current

ministries or initiatives? Is our community’s worship imagination
expansive enough to hold diverse practices of worship?
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Provide
tangible
resources

and aids

to support
Sensory
experiences
during worship
services.
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STRATEGY #5

Oiier Flexible
Worship Options

Provide tangible resources and aids to support sensory
experiences during worship services. From sensory-friendly
lighting and materials to quided prayer and sensory toolkits,
offer a range of tools and accommodations to help individuals
engage fully and comfortably in worship.

PRACTICAL TIPS:

Stock your “quiet retreat” area with sensory-friendly resources like weighted lap
pads, fidget toys, or noise-canceling headphones.

Encourage congregants to bring their own sensory aids or comfort items.

Offer printed sensory-friendly worship handouts, containing simple techniques for
managing sensory overload, along with guidance on available resources and actions
to take if feeling overwhelmed during the service.

Consider setting up a “prayground” in your worship space—a designated area
where children can engage in quiet activities during the service. Equip it with soft
seating, toys, books, and art supplies.

Create sensory tool kits containing items such as fidget toys or stress balls for
congregants to use. (Ideas for the Creating a Sensory Tool Kits for both adults and
children can be found in the Resources section.)

Reilection euestions
ior Your Ministry Team:

What steps can we take to ensure our worship venue is equipped
with sensory-friendly resources?

. How can we ensure that the sensory aids and tools we provide

are readily available and clearly communicated to congregants,
facilitating their easy access during worship services?
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Establish

open lines o1l
communication
to foster a
supportive
relationship
with individuals
with sensory
sensitivity and
thelr 1amilies.

STRATEGY #6

Listen and
communicate Openly

Establish open lines of communication to foster a supportive
relationship with individuals with sensory sensitivity and their
families. By actively listening to their perspectives and valuing
their insights, you can create an environment where they feel
heard and respected.

PRACTICAL TIPS:

- Assign a designated point of contact within your church who is knowledgeable
about sensory sensitivities and can serve as a direct resource for individuals
and families.

» Schedule regular check-ins or feedback sessions, either in-person or virtual, to
discuss experiences, concerns, and suggestions regarding accommodations for
sensory sensitivities.

 Create opportunities for individuals with sensory sensitivity and their families
to share their feedback through surveys, suggestion boxes, or dedicated
communication channels.

« Provide multiple communication channels, such as in-person meetings, phone calls,

emails, or online forums, to accommodate different preferences and schedules.

Reilection euestions
ior Your Ministry Team:

. How can we better listen to and understand the needs of
individuals with sensory sensitivities and their families in our
congregation?

. What are some simple ways we can encourage open
communication and feedback about sensory support in our
worshiping community?




STRATEGY #7

Work Together to
Meet Unigue Needs

— Having collaborative conversations with individuals with
Ha!‘,ln sensory sensitivity and their families is crucial for developing a
personalized plan to address their unique needs and preferences.

c OIIab orat ive These discussions help ensure that support strategies are

tailored to each individual’s specific challenges and strengths.

conversations PRACTICAL TIPS:

« Incorporate open-ended questions during new member or visitor meetings to
o o ® o . . o . .
WIth ln dl‘,l duals identify individuals or families who may benefit from sensory accommodations.
- Initiate a conversation with the person with sensory sensitivity and their family
- to identify their sensory preferences, triggers, and coping strategies. (Sample
WIth S ens or collaborative conversation questions can be found in the resources section).
y « Discuss available resources and accommodations at your worship space, and ask
which options would be most helpful for them.

sensitivity and  Reglartycheck i ithchm 0 e f ay s o adionesuport ar e,
theilr 1amilies
is crucial ior
developing a

personalized plan Reflection Questions

ior Your Ministry Team:

1. How can we improve our awareness and responsiveness to signs
that someone may be experiencing discomfort or challenges due

to sensory sensitivities?

D) . How can we work together with individuals and families affected
by sensory sensitivities to create a plan that truly reflects their
needs and preferences?
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By categorizing your action steps into these levels, you can develop a phased approach
that builds momentum and momentum over time, gradually increasing the congregation’s
capacity to support individuals with sensory sensitivities effectively. Using the template
below can help your ministry team, church leaders, and congregants to be on the same
page about goals and opportunities.

CREATING AN ACTION PLAN

Now that you have familiarized yourselves with the seven
recommendations and practices outlined in this resource guide,
it’s time to take the next step and develop an action plan for
implementing these strategies within your worship community.
By creating a plan, you can ensure that the changes you make
are intentional, well-coordinated, and sustainable.

Sensory Friendly Who is Who else will | What is the What resources or
Practice Responsible? | be involved? timeline? | supports are needed?

You've reviewed the menu of options in the previous section. Consider where you are,
and map where you want to go. Start with one step - one small change in the right
direction - and when that is complete, make one more, and then one more.

Consider using a classification of “start,” “sustain,” and “stretch” levels of what a
congregation might attempt (from easiest to most challenging) when determining
your action steps.

START: Simple changes or introduction of new practices that build upon existing ones.
They can serve as entry points into the broader change.

Example: Making sensory toolkits available.

SUSTAIN: Maintaining and strengthening initiatives that have proven successful. These efforts focus o _ _ _ _
on ensuring that sensory-friendly practices become ingrained in the culture of the congregation. Share this vision, seek feedback and input, and provide ongoing education to ensure that

Example: Expanding an already existing youth mentoring program, so the mentors are trained everyone has the opportunity to understand any changes being made. Then, celebrate
in sensory sensitivity. your progress and learn and adapt things that could be better. A more detailed process

STRETCH: Ambitious strategies pushing the congregation’s boundaries. These actions require on creating an action plan can be found in the resources section.
greater resources, commitment, and potentially a shift in mindset or organizational culture.

Example: Having one sensory-friendly service per month.

Reﬂection_ayestions
Start with one step - for Your Ministry Team:

[
0 n. e S mall c hang e ln . How well do we currently understand the sensory needs and

challenges of individuals within our worshiping community?

t h e ri g ht dir e c t i 0 n . What specific changes can we prioritize to make our worship

environment more sensory-friendly?

How can we foster ongoing communication and collaboration within
our congregation to support individuals with sensory sensitivities?
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At its core, facilitating sensory-inclusive worship experiences is
a discipleship issue that aligns with the biblical call to embrace
all members of the body of Christ. Ministry leaders have the
opportunity to cultivate worship environments where every
person feels welcomed, valued, and able to fully participate

- environments that authentically reflect the diverse abilities
and needs present in the church community. Opening the doors
wider to include people with sensory sensitivity allows churches
to walk alongside all who are made in the very image of God as
they come to grow their faith and understanding of their place
in the body of Christ. Just as every part of the human body is
vital for its overall health and function, so too is the contribution
of each individual essential for the flourishing of the body of
Christ. When worship practices accommodate the sensory needs
of some, the entire community benefits from a richer, more
multifaceted experience of connection with God and one another.

Through collaboration with church leaders and consultation with people with
sensory sensitivities within the community, adaptations can be tailored to align
with the unique practices, beliefs, and traditions of your church. As the journey
toward creating sensory-friendly worship spaces unfolds, it's crucial to recognize
the importance of implementing small changes over time. By gradually introducing
adjustments and accommodations, the worshiping community can adapt and evolve
in its commitment to inclusivity. Seeking feedback and remaining open to growth
enable the community to continually refine its approach, fostering a culture of
continuous improvement and innovation.

Through prayerful collaboration, gradual implementation of changes, and a posture
of continuous learning, worship communities can become spaces where individuals
of diverse sensory needs feel a profound sense of belonging. The resources provided
offer further support for this journey toward becoming a more vibrant reflection of
the body of Christ in its beautifully varied forms. May this be a catalyst for worship
communities to embody the radically inclusive love of Christ, where all members can
freely offer their unique gifts and perspectives as vital parts of His body.
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Supporting
Worship Experiences

— FOR THOSE WITH —

Sensory sensitivity

Nearly all worship communities serve individuals with sensory
sensitivities. This Resource Guide is designed for ministry leaders
to create inclusive worship environments and is based on
literature review, survey data, and insights from ministry leaders.

( 4 )
WHY & HOW UNDERSTANDING

Sensory Sensitivity Matters Sensory Sensitivities

Importance of inclusivity in the body of
Christ, emphasizing every member’s value.

Sensory sensitivity: heightened emotional
responsiveness, sensitivity to stimuli.

Diverse backgrounds, strengths, and
abilities enrich worship experiences.

Not limited to specific diagnoses;
it affects 15-20% of the population.

Simple, practical strategies to
enhance worship for individuals with
sensory sensitivities.

f

STRENGTHS

of Individuals with
Sensory Sensitivities

Both strengths (e.g., empathy, deep appreciation
for meaning) and challenges (e.g., sensory
overload, social difficulties) exist.

< J

CHALLENGES

Faced by Individuals with
Sensory Sensitivities

Heightened Eampathy Sensory Overload and Overstimulation

Deep Appreciation for Beauty and Meaning Social Interactions and Navigating Social Dynamics
Reflective and Thoughtful Nature Emotional Intensity and Vulnerability
Above-Average Perception and Observation Sensitivity to Transitions and Change

Commitment to Authenticity and Sincerity Pressure to Conform and Participate

Learn more about how you can support those with
Sensory Sensitivity at samford.edu/sensorysensitivity

SIIS9)eI)S £9Y UINIS

Create a Sensory-Friendly Space
« Mark quiet zones or retreat areas.

« Provide flexible seating and clear pathways.

Provide Self-Regulation Opportunities
« Incorporate moments of silence.

« Offer printed resources on deep breathing and guided prayer.

Create an Understanding Community
» Provide access to resources and support groups.

« Establish a sensory buddy program.

4 Offer Flexible Worship Options
« Provide online or smaller gatherings.
« Consider sensory-friendly service options.

Provide Sensory-Friendly Resources
« Stock quiet areas with sensory aids.

« Offer handouts explaining church resources.

Listen and Communicate Openly
 Assign a designated point of contact.

» Schedule regular check-ins.

Work Together to Meet Unique Needs
« Discuss available resources and accommodations.

« Regularly check in for adjustments.

ACTION PLAN DEVELOPMENT:

« Assess current practices and
sensory environment.

CONCLUSION:

 Importance of recognizing and
embracing strengths of sensory-

o : sensitive individuals.
Involve individuals with sensory
sensitivities in decision-making. Addressing challenges through
gradual adjustments tailored to

Adapt strategies to align with their needs.

denomination beliefs.

Providing support fosters
inclusivity, belonging, and
fuller participation in
worship experiences.

Engage the community for input
and prioritize changes.

Assign responsibilities and
set timelines.

Learn more about how you can support those with
Sensory Sensitivity at samford.edu/sensorysensitivity



Survey Results®

People with sensory sensitivity exhibit heightened emotional responsiveness,

increased sensitivity to environmental stimuli, and deep information processing.

Worship services present challenges for them due to sensory, social, and
emotional factors. However, academic research and practical resources on
sensory sensitivity in worship contexts is limited.

TOP CHALLENGES REPORTED

RESULTING FEELINGS
ASA 48.6% -

CONSEQUENCE
OF THESE o
chaLLences, 38-0% -

INDIVIDUALS
witHsensory 36.1% -

SENSITIVITY
REPORTED 32.2% =

EXPERIENCING
ARANGEOF 22 3% -
EMOTIONS:
21.7% ~>

18.2% >

48 | WORSHIP WITHOUT LIMITS

PEOPLE WITH
SENSORY
SENSITIVITY
IDENTIFIED
SEVERAL KEY
CHALLENGES
DURING WORSHIP
SERVICES:

Feeling overwhelmed
and anxious

Stressed,
on edge

Disconnected from the
worship experience

Exhausted, drained from

“keeping it together”

Misunderstood, judged
by the congregation

Guilty, ashamed for
not fully engaging

Isolated, excluded from
the worship community

39.8% = Jies bt
36.1% = ;g
33-8% - Is:i[:::rg(ijnrg;]csliacr/>IDing
32.2% > e o s
29.9% > o5

o Too much social
28-1 /CD - interaction

% 702 adults with
sensory sensitivity,
514 parents of

children with sensory
sensitivity, and 106
ministry leaders
completed a survey.

BEHAVIORAL RESPONSES
PEOPLE WITH 47 8% - Attending religious

SENSORY

services less frequently

SENSITIVITY 32.3% - Avoiding certain

COPED
WITH THESE

types of services

0, Leaving early or arriving
FEELINGS BY: 28'5 A’ = late to services

28.1% -y Seeking alternative ways

to engage with their faith

0, Decreasing level of
26'9 A’ - participation during services

14.1% -y Stopping attending religious

services altogether

EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES FOR REGULATION

DESPITE THESE 37 3% -y Seeking solitude or

CHALLENGES, taking breaks
INDIVIDUALS ) Engaging in
FOUND SEVERAL 37'0 A’ - personal prayer

STRATEGIES HELPFUL -
IN REGULATING 30-0% - E;ggihcilr?gggfeerzises
THEIR SENSORY
EXPERIENCES DURING 29.8% -
SERVICES:

Sitting in the back
of the room

21-8% -y Using sensory aids such

as fidgets or stress balls

MINISTRY LEADERS

THESE FINDINGS
UNDERSCORE

THE IMPORTANCE
OF ENHANCING
EDUCATION AND
RESOURCES FOR
MINISTRY LEADERS
TO CREATE MORE
INCLUSIVE WORSHIP
ENVIRONMENTS.

68.9% of ministry leaders were moderately familiar with sensory
sensitivities, but only 32% had formal education.

Despite this, 88.1% were open to implementing changes for better support.
Only 23.2% were familiar with available resources.

Nonetheless, 56% tried to implement supportive strategies.
- EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES INCLUDED:
- Providing a designated quiet or calming space (45.3%)

- Encouraging individuals to communicate their needs
or preferences to clergy or volunteers (28.2%)

- Providing noise-canceling headphones or earplugs (22%)

- Implementing a support system within the congregation (26.9%).

These findings underscore the importance of enhancing education and resources
for ministry leaders to create more inclusive worship environments.
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Sample Collaborative

conversation euestions

1.

2.

3.

%o

9.

WHAT ASPECTS of our worship services do you
particularly enjoy or find meaningful?

CAN YOU SHARE with us any challenges you've faced
during worship services due to sensory overload?

HOW CAN WE ENSURE that you are able to participate
in our worship services as someone with sensory sensitivities?

« ARE THERE PARTICULAR ASPECTS of our

worship environment that you find uncomfortable or overwhelming?

How might we make adjustments to better accommodate you?

WHAT STRATEGIES or accommodations have you
found helpful in managing sensory challenges during worship?

HOW CAN WE IMPROVE our communication and
understanding of sensory sensitivities within our congregation
to provide better support for you and others?

ARE THERE ANY RESOURCES or tools you
believe would assist you in participating more comfortably in
our worship services?

« WHAT STEPS do you think we should take as a community

to create a more welcoming and supportive environment for
everyone, including those with sensory sensitivities?

IS THERE ANYTHING ELSE you'd like us to know
or consider to ensure that you feel comfortable and supported
during worship services?

10. WHAT WAY WOULD YOU LIRE

TO SERVE IN THE CHURCH?

worship communities
can become spaces
where individuals of
diverse sensory needs
ieel a proiound sense
of belonging.
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Detailed Guide to
Creating an Action Plan

ASSESS THE CURRENT SITUATION

Begin by conducting an assessment of your worship community’s current practices,
sensory environment, and the experiences of individuals with sensory sensitivities.
This evaluation will help you identify specific areas that require adjustment and
understand the needs and challenges faced by individuals with sensory sensitivities
in your community.

« Reflect on your worship space: Walk through your worship spaces with a focus
on sensory experiences. Consider the layout, lighting, acoustics, and overall
sensory atmosphere. Identify potential triggers.

« Review worship elements: Evaluate the music, visuals, scents, and other
sensory components present in your worship services. Determine which
elements may pose challenges.

« Engage with the community: Seek input from individuals with sensory
sensitivities and their families to understand their experiences, needs, and
suggestions for improvement.

PRIORITIZE CHANGES

Based on your assessment, identify the key areas where adjustments need to be
made. Consider the practicality, feasibility, and potential impact of each change.
Prioritize changes that will have the most significant positive impact and align with
your community’s resources and capacity.

- Identify Key Areas for Adjustment: Based on the assessment, pinpoint the
specific areas that require modification.

« Consider Practicality and Feasibility: Evaluate the practicality and feasibility of
implementing changes in each identified area. Assess factors such as available
resources, time constraints, and the support of stakeholders within your
community. Prioritize changes that are realistic and achievable within your
community’s capabilities.

» Assess Potential Impact: Evaluate the potential impact of each proposed
change. Prioritize changes that are likely to have the most significant positive
impact while aligning with your community’s values and goals. Remember,
small changes can make a big difference.

ASSIGN RESPONSIBILITIES

Establish clear roles and responsibilities for implementing the identified changes.
Designate a team or specific individuals who will be responsible for coordinating and
overseeing each aspect of the action plan.

« Identify team members or volunteers: Select individuals who have a passion for
supporting people with sensory sensitivities.

 Delegate tasks: Assign specific responsibilities to team members based on their
strengths and expertise.

SET TIMELINES AND GOALS

Determine realistic timelines for each phase of implementation. Break down the
action plan into manageable milestones, and establish measurable goals to track
progress and ensure accountability.

« Establish short-term and long-term goals: Set achievable goals for immediate
changes, such as providing sensory resources, as well as long-term goals.

« Create a timeline: Develop a timeline that outlines the implementation process,
including key milestones, deadlines, and checkpoints for progress evaluation.

COMMUNICATE AND ENGAGE

Effective communication is essential to gain support, build understanding, and foster
collaboration within your worship community. Engage with congregation members,
leadership, and individuals with sensory sensitivities to keep them informed,
involved, and invested in the process.

« Share the vision: Clearly communicate the purpose, goals, and benefits of
creating a sensory-friendly worship environment to garner support and
enthusiasm.

» Seek feedback and input: Regularly engage with individuals with sensory
sensitivities and their loved ones to gather feedback, suggestions, and insights
on the effectiveness of implemented changes.

» Provide ongoing education: Offer educational resources, workshops, or training
sessions to increase awareness and understanding of sensory sensitivity among
congregation members and leaders.

EVALUATE AND ADJUST

Regularly evaluate the impact of the implemented changes and adjust your
approach as needed.

« Conduct assessments: Periodically reassess the sensory environment, worship
elements, and community engagement to identify areas for improvement.

« Adapt and innovate: Embrace a culture of learning and adaptation, being open
to new ideas and strategies that better meet the needs.

« Celebrate progress: Recognize and celebrate the milestones achieved in
creating a more sensory-friendly and inclusive worship community.
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stoov. JOHN

NAVIGATING OVERWHELMING
SENSORY EXPERIENCES AND CROWDS

BACKGROUND: John is an adult who experiences sensory sensitivities. He finds
the sensory environment during worship services overwhelming, particularly
in crowded settings. John often arrives late to services to avoid the initial rush
and prefers to sit in the back of the church. He tends to keep to himself during
worship services, finding it challenging to engage in greetings and participate
in the social aspects of worship.

CHALLENGES FACED BY JOHN

1. Overwhelming Sensory Environment: John experiences sensory overload during
worship services, especially in crowded settings, due to factors like lighting, sound,
and proximity to others.

2.Social Anxiety: John finds it challenging to engage in greetings and participate in
the social aspects of worship, leading to feelings of isolation and discomfort.

3.Limited Engagement: John's preference for arriving late and sitting at the back of
the church limits his ability to fully participate in worship activities and connect
with the congregation.

STRUGGLES & EMOTIONAL IMPACT

1. Anxiety in Crowded Spaces: The presence of a large number of people in a worship
service triggers anxiety for John. He may experience a heightened sense of self-
consciousness and a fear of being overwhelmed by the sensory stimuli and social
interactions.

2.Feeling Socially Awkward: John'’s difficulty with greetings and engaging in social

interactions during worship services can make him feel socially awkward. He may
struggle to find common ground and establish meaningful connections with others.

3.Sense of Isolation: John's preference for sitting in the back of the church and limited
social engagement can lead to a sense of isolation within the church community.
He desires to feel connected and accepted but finds it challenging to navigate the

social dynamics of worship services.
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STRENGTHS

1. Self-Awareness: John demonstrates self-awareness by recognizing his sensory
challenges, particularly in crowded environments. This awareness allows him to
take proactive steps to manage his sensory experiences.

2.Adaptive Strategies: John has developed adaptive strategies, such as arriving late
and sitting in the back of the church, to minimize sensory overload. These strategies
help him maintain a level of comfort during worship services.

3.Commitment to Faith: Despite his challenges with social interactions, John's
commitment to his faith remains strong. He values the spiritual aspects of worship

services and desires to deepen his connection with God.

SUGGESTIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Work Together to Meet Unique Needs: Discuss available resources and
accommodations with John to identify specific adjustments that would make
worship services more comfortable for him.

2.Create an Understanding Community: Facilitate introductions between John and
other congregation members who share similar interests or experiences.

3.Create a Sensory-Friendly Space: Mark quiet zones or retreat areas where John can
retreat to when feeling overwhelmed.

4.Provide Self-Regulation Opportunities: Offer printed resources on deep breathing
exercises and guided prayer to help John regulate his emotions during worship.

5.Provide Sensory-Friendly Resources: Stock quiet areas with sensory aids like noise-
canceling headphones or stress balls to help John manage sensory overload.

Reilection euestions
ior Your Ministry Team:

What concrete steps can we take to modify our worship
environment and interactions to accommodate John’s sensory
sensitivities while encouraging his active participation?

In what ways can we actively engage John in discussions about
potential adjustments and ensure that his input guides our efforts
to create a more inclusive worship experience for him?

How can we encourage intentional connections and meaningful
relationships for individuals like John who may struggle with social
interactions? How can we create opportunities for involvement
and participation that align with their comfort levels?




stoov KIMILY

SUPPORTING FAMILIES WHO HAVE
CHILDREN WITH SENSORY SENSITIVITY

Emily is a 6-year-old girl with sensory sensitivities. She experiences

difficulties in regulating her sensory responses, particularly to unexpected and
unpredictable sounds, bright lights, strong scents, and loud noises. Her parents,
David and Sarah, are devoted churchgoers and wish for Emily to actively
participate in the worship services. However, they often find it challenging to
navigate the unpredictable sensory environment of the church, which can lead
to anxiety and be overwhelming for Emily. Despite their efforts to provide her
with coping strategies like fidget toys and noise-canceling headphones, they
have felt judged by other members of the congregation, which has further
isolated them from the church community.

CHALLENGES FACED BY EMILY

1.Sensory Overload: Emily experiences difficulties in regulating her sensory
responses, particularly to unexpected sounds, bright lights, strong scents, and loud
noises commonly present in worship settings. These sensory stimuli often trigger
overwhelming responses, leading to distress and discomfort for Emily.

2.Navigating the Church Environment: David and Sarah encounter challenges in
navigating the unpredictable sensory environment of the church with Emily. They
struggle to anticipate and manage potential triggers, making it challenging to attend
worship services consistently and participate fully in congregational activities.

3.Social Isolation: Despite their efforts to support Emily with coping strategies such
as fidget toys and noise-canceling headphones, David and Sarah feel judged by other
members of the congregation. This perceived judgment contributes to their sense of
social isolation within the church community, hindering their ability to seek support
and connection.

STRUGGLES & EMOTIONAL IMPACT

1. Parental Stress and Isolation: Sarah and Mark experience elevated levels of stress as

they continuously navigate Emily’s sensory challenges during church services. They
may feel isolated, as their experiences and needs differ from those of other parents
within the congregation.

2.Anxiety and Being Overwhelmed: Emily’s sensory sensitivities frequently lead to
feelings of anxiety and being overwhelmed, making it difficult for her to feel at ease
in worship settings. The constant sensory stimulation exacerbates her stress levels
and diminishes her ability to engage meaningfully in worship activities.

3.Desire for Acceptance and Understanding: Sarah and Mark long for acceptance and
understanding from the church community. They hope to find empathy and support
as they strive to create an inclusive environment for Emily.
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STRENGTHS

1. Parental Commitment: David and Sarah are dedicated parents who are actively
seeking ways to support Emily’s participation in worship services.

2.Awareness and Advocacy: They recognize Emily’s unique sensory needs and have
proactively implemented strategies like providing fidget toys and noise-canceling
headphones to help her regulate her sensory experiences.

3.Church Involvement: David and Sarah have a strong desire to engage with the
church community and have demonstrated resilience in their efforts to find
solutions that enable Emily’s active participation.

SUGGESTIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Create an Understanding Community: Connect David and Sarah with a support
network for families with children who have sensory challenges. Pair Emily with a
buddy during services to help her regulate.

2.Provide Self-Regulation Opportunities: Host a workshop for on guided prayer,
grounding techniques, and breathing exercises tailored for worship settings.

3.Listen and Communicate Openly: Assign a designated point of contact within the
church who is knowledgeable about sensory sensitivities to assist families like
David, Sarah, and Emily.

4.Work Together to Meet Unique Needs: Have the point of contact periodically check
in with the family to assess the effectiveness of implemented strategies and make
adjustments as needed.

Reillection euestions
ior Your Ministry Team:

What steps can we take to ensure that David and Sarah feel
supported and included within the church community?

How can we raise awareness and educate our congregation about
sensory sensitivities to foster empathy and understanding?

What specific resources and support networks can we establish
or connect David and Sarah with to help them navigate the unique
needs of Emily and feel more accepted within our church community?




stoov. HILLVIEW

COMMUNITY CHURCH

(SMALL CONGREGATION )

SMALL CONGREGATIONS SERVING
MEMBERS WITH SENSORY SENSITIVITIES

BACKGROUND: Hillview Community Church is a small congregation located

in a suburban neighborhood. The church has a tight-knit community, with
reqular attendance averaging around 50 individuals per service. Recently,
several members of the congregation expressed concerns about the inclusivity
of their worship environment, particularly regarding individuals with sensory
sensitivities. Recognizing the importance of accommodating diverse needs,
the church leadership has decided to develop an action plan to create a more
sensory-inclusive worship experience.

CHALLENGES

1. Limited Resources: Hillview Community Church operates on a tight budget, limiting
the financial resources available for renovations or specialized equipment.

2.Lack of Awareness: Many members of the congregation are unfamiliar with sensory
sensitivities and may require education and training to understand the needs of
individuals with sensory challenges.

3.Space Constraints: The church building is relatively small, and finding suitable areas
for designated sensory break zones may be challenging.

4.Resistance to Change: Some members of the congregation may be resistant to
changes in traditional worship practices, posing a potential barrier to implementing
sensory-inclusive measures.

STRENGTHS

1. Close-knit Community: The church has a strong sense of community, with members
who are willing to support one another and collaborate on initiatives.

2.Dedicated Leadership: The church leadership is committed to fostering inclusivity
and creating a welcoming environment for all worshippers.

3.Flexibility: Despite limited resources, the congregation is willing to explore
creative solutions and adapt existing spaces to better accommodate individuals
with sensory sensitivities.
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SUGGESTIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Incremental Changes: Implement small, manageable changes over time, focusing
on modifications that require minimal financial investment and can be easily
integrated into existing worship practices.

2.Education and Training: Organize workshops or informational sessions to
educate congregation members about sensory sensitivities, their impact, and the
importance of inclusivity.

3.Volunteer Engagement: Establish a task force or committee composed of volunteers
who are passionate about supporting individuals with sensory sensitivities to
coordinate efforts and implement necessary changes.

4.Communication and Transparency: Maintain open communication with the
congregation throughout the process, providing regular updates, soliciting
feedback, and addressing concerns to foster a sense of ownership and participation.

Reilection euestions
ior Your Ministry Team:

1. How can we effectively utilize the close-knit community at
Hillview Community Church to raise awareness and educate
congregation members about sensory sensitivities?

In what ways can we creatively overcome the challenge of
limited resources to implement sensory-friendly measures
within our church building?

What steps can we take to navigate potential resistance to
change among some members of the congregation while still

moving forward with our goal?

How can we prioritize and implement incremental changes
that require minimal financial investment yet have a
significant impact?




stoov. GRACE

CATHEDRAL

( LARGE CONGREGATION )

LARGE CONGREGATIONS SERVING

MEMBERS WITH SENSORY SENSITIVITIES

BACKGROUND: Grace Cathedral is a bustling congregation located in the heart
of a vibrant city. With a weekly attendance of over 1,000 worshippers, the
church offers dynamic and immersive worship experiences that include vibrant
music, multimedia presentations, and engaging sermons. Recently, concerns
have been raised about the accessibility of these services for individuals

with sensory sensitivities. In response, the church leadership has embarked

on a journey to implement sensory inclusivity measures and create a more
welcoming environment for all worshippers.

CHALLENGES

1. Size and Complexity: Grace Cathedral’s large size and complex worship services
present logistical challenges when considering sensory inclusivity measures.
Coordinating changes across multiple service formats and venues requires careful
planning and coordination.

2.High Volume and Intensity: The worship services at Grace Cathedral are known for
their high volume and intensity, which may pose challenges for individuals with
sensory sensitivities, including those sensitive to loud noises or bright lights.

3.Traditional Practices: The congregation has a strong attachment to traditional
worship practices, including the use of live music, elaborate visual displays, and
immersive sensory experiences, making it challenging to introduce changes that
may disrupt these traditions.

4.Limited Awareness: Despite the congregation’s size, there may be limited
awareness and understanding of sensory sensitivities among worshippers,
necessitating education and awareness-building efforts.

STRENGTHS

1. Resources and Expertise: Grace Cathedral benefits from a diverse pool of talent
and resources, including skilled musicians, tech-savvy volunteers, and experienced
staff members who can contribute to the development and implementation of
sensory inclusivity measures.

2.Innovation and Adaptability: The congregation has a track record of innovation and
adaptability, evidenced by its willingness to embrace new technologies and creative
approaches to worship.

3.Strong Community Engagement: Grace Cathedral fosters a strong sense of
community among its members, who are deeply committed to supporting one
another and creating a welcoming environment for all worshippers.
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SUGGESTIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Comprehensive Assessment: Conduct a thorough assessment of the worship
spaces, services, and sensory experiences at Grace Cathedral to identify areas for
improvement and potential sensory triggers.

2.Low-Sensory Worship Service: Consider establishing a weekly worship service
tailored specifically for individuals with sensory sensitivities that features reduced
sensory stimuli such as lower volume levels, softer lighting, and minimal visual
distractions.

3.Quiet Retreat Area: Designate a quiet retreat area where worshippers can retreat
to during services if they become overwhelmed by sensory stimuli. This area should
be equipped with comfortable seating, soft lighting, and calming decor to provide a
serene and peaceful environment for individuals to regain composure and engage in
worship at their own pace.

4.Education and Awareness: Provide educational resources and awareness-building
initiatives to increase understanding of sensory sensitivities among worshippers
and foster a culture of empathy and inclusion.

Reilection euestions
ior Your Ministry Team:

How can we honor the congregation’s love for traditional
worship practices while still making room for changes that
accommodate individuals with sensory sensitivities?

Given the size and complexity of our church, how can we work
together to ensure that sensory measures are implemented
effectively across all our services and venues?

What steps can we take to ensure that the diverse talents and
resources available within our congregation are effectively
utilized in the development and implementation of sensory
inclusivity measures?

How can we creatively reallocate existing space to
accommodate a quiet retreat space?
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SENSORY TOOLRIT
FOR ADULTS

HERE’'S A GUIDE TO CREATING A SENSORY KIT
TAILORED TO THE NEEDS OF ADULTS

1. SELECTING A CONTAINER
Choose a portable container to store the sensory items. It could be a small pouch,
a durable bag, or a plastic container with a secure lid for easy transportation.

. CALMING TOOLS

« Stress Balls: Squeezable stress balls
provide tactile stimulation and help
relieve tension.

- Fidget Spinners or Fidget Cubes:
These handheld gadgets offer sensory
stimulation and promote focus and
relaxation.

o Tactile Items: Include textured items
like soft fabrics, velcro, smooth
stones, or textured surfaces to engage
the sense of touch.

3. VISUAL AIDS

« Calming Visuals: Add calming images
or photos that promote relaxation,
such as nature scenes, serene
landscapes, or peaceful artwork.

- Sunglasses: Provide items to block out
bright lights or glare, offering visual
relief in overwhelming environments.

4. AUDITORY TOOLS

» Noise-Canceling Earplugs or Earmuffs:
Include earplugs or earmuffs to
reduce noise sensitivity and provide
auditory relief in noisy environments.

+ Relaxing Music or Soundtracks:
Include headphones and pre-loaded
audio files with calming music, nature
sounds, or guided meditation sessions.

S. SENSORY SOOTHERS

« Aromatherapy Products: Include
essential oils or scented sachets
with calming scents like lavender or
chamomile to promote relaxation.

» Hand Lotion or Scented Balms: Offer
scented lotions or balms for sensory
soothing and tactile stimulation.

6. SELF-REGULATION
TOOLS

« Breathing Exercises Guide: Include
instructions or a printed guide for
deep breathing exercises to promote
relaxation and emotional well-being.

» Prayer/Meditation Prompts: Provide
prayer prompts or mindfulness
exercises to facilitate relaxation and
stress reduction.

% ADDITIONAL ITEMS

 Personal Comfort Items: Include any
personal items that provide comfort
or familiarity, such as a favorite
blanket, stuffed animal, or memento.

« Snacks and Water: Pack healthy
snacks and a water bottle to stay
hydrated and regulate energy levels
during stressful situations.

INSTRUCTIONS FOR USING A SENSORY TOOL KIT

1. SELECTING TOOLS
Choose sensory tools that you find

most helpful. Consider your sensory
preferences and the specific situation
you're in.

. IDENTIFYING
SENSORY NEEDS
Recognize when you're experiencing
heightened stress levels. Pay
attention to signs such as feeling
overwhelmed, anxious, or agitated.

3. CREATING A CALMING
ENVIRONMENT
Find a quiet space where you can
use your sensory tools without
distractions. Dim the lights, if
possible, and minimize noise to create
a soothing atmosphere.

4. ENGAGING WITH TOOLS

« Tactile Tools: Use squishy balls,
textured objects, or fidget toys
to provide tactile stimulation and
promote relaxation. Experiment with
different textures to find what works
best for you.

Visual Aids: Look at calming images

or picture cards to relax and reduce

stress. Focus on the colors, patterns,
or scenes that bring you comfort.

Auditory Tools: Listen to soothing
music or nature sounds through
headphones to block out noise. Adjust
the volume to a comfortable level.

Scented Items: Inhale the aroma of
scented playdough, essential oils, or
scented stickers to evoke feelings of
calmness and relaxation.

Breathing and Relaxation Techniques:
Practice deep breathing exercises to
reduce tension.

8.

6.

%o

9.

10.

USING TOOLS
THOUGHTFULLY

Be present as you engage with each
sensory tool. Focus on the sensations
and experiences it provides, allowing
yourself to fully immerse in the
calming effects.

EXPERIMENTING
AND ADJUSTING

Explore different combinations of
sensory tools and techniques to
see what works best for you. Don't
be afraid to adjust or switch tools
based on your changing needs

and preferences.

TARING BREARS

If you start to feel overwhelmed, take
a break. Step away from the situation,
practice deep breathing, or engage in

another calming activity until you feel
ready to return.

REFLECTING AND
REASSESSING

After using the sensory tools, take
a moment to reflect on how they
helped you. Consider what worked
well and what you might want to
adjust for next time.

STORING AND
MAINTAINING TOOLS
Return the sensory tools to the

kit after each use to keep them
organized and easily accessible for
future use.

SEERING SUPPORT

If you're struggling, don't hesitate
to reach out for support from the

church staff or a volunteer. You're
not alone, and there are resources
available to help you.



INSTRUCTIONS FOR PARENTS

USING A SENSORY TOOL KIT WITH THEIR CHILD

SENSORY TOOLRIT
FOR CHILDREN

HERE’S A GUIDE TO CREATING A SENSORY KIT
TAILORED TO THE NEEDS OF CHILDREN

SELECTING A CHILD-FRIENDLY CONTAINER
Choose a colorful and durable container that appeals to children, such as a &. EXPLAINING THE
backpack, a colorful tote bag, or a fun-themed storage box. PURPOSE OF THE RIT

Introduce the sensory tool kit to your
. CALMING TOOLS 5. SENSORY SOOTHERS

1. UNDERSTANDING YOUR
CHILD’S NEEDS
Familiarize yourself with your child’s
sensory preferences and sensitivities.
Pay attention to their reactions to
different sensory stimuli and
environments to better understand
what calms or overstimulates them.

¥%. USING TOOLS PROACTIVELY
Introduce sensory tools to your child
proactively, before they become
overwhelmed. Incorporate sensory activities
into their daily routine that can carry over to
the worship service.

8. MODELING RELAXATION
TECHNIQUES
Demonstrate relaxation techniques such as
deep breathing, stretching, or using sensory
tools like stress balls. Encourage your child to
imitate these calming strategies when they

child and explain its purpose in helping
 Squishy Toys: Include squishy balls, them regulate. Emphasize that the tools
are meant to provide comfort and

support during challenging moments.

stress balls, or tactile toys that
provide sensory stimulation and
promote relaxation.

- Fidget Toys: Add fidget spinners or
textured fidget tools to engage tactile
and visual senses.

« Weighted Lap Pad or Stuffed Animal:
Choose a soft and comforting
weighted lap pad or stuffed animal.

3. VISUAL AIDS

« Calming Visuals: Include picture cards
with calming images or illustrations,
such as nature scenes, animals, or
favorite characters.

« Kaleidoscope or Visual Stimulation
Toys: Offer toys that provide
mesmerizing visual patterns and
promote relaxation.

4. AUDITORY TOOLS

« Noise-Canceling Earmuffs: Include
child-sized earmuffs to reduce noise
sensitivity and provide auditory relief
in loud environments.

« Soothing Music or Audio Stories:
Provide headphones and pre-loaded
audio files with calming music,
lullabies, or soothing stories.

« Scented Stickers or Scratch-and-Sniff
Cards: Offer scented stickers or cards
with pleasant aromas for sensory
exploration.

6. SELF-REGULATION
TOOLS

« Breathing Tools: Include pinwheels to
facilitate deep breathing exercises and
promote relaxation.

 Relaxation Cards: Provide visual
prompts or relaxation cards with
simple mindfulness exercises or
calming affirmations.

% ADDITIONAL ITEMS

» Comfort Items: Add a small stuffed
animal, a cozy blanket, or a favorite
toy for comfort and reassurance
during stressful situations.

» Snacks and Water: Pack healthy
snacks, juice boxes, or a water bottle
to keep children nourished and
hydrated.

SELECTING TOOLS
TOGETHER

Involve your child in selecting sensory
tools from the kit that they find
comforting. Encourage them to choose
items based on what helps them feel
calm and relaxed.

CREATING A
CALMING SPACE
Designate a quiet area where your
child can use the sensory tools
without distractions.

RECOGNIZING SIGNS

OF OVERSTIMULATION

Be vigilant for signs that your child

may be experiencing sensory overload

or heightened stress levels. Look for cues
such as agitation, irritability, withdrawal,
or sensory-seeking behaviors.

OFFERING BREAKRS
WHEN NEEDED

Encourage your child to take breaks from
when they start to feel overwhelmed.
Help them recognize their own signs of
distress and offer support in finding
ways to self-regulate.

need to unwind.

9. ENCOURAGING

COMMUNICATION

Foster open communication with your
child about their sensory experiences and
emotions. Encourage them to express how
they’re feeling and what tools or activities
help them feel better.

10. REINFORCING POSITIVE

COPING STRATEGIES
Praise your child for using their sensory
tools effectively and coping with sensory
challenges. Reinforce positive behaviors and
encourage them to continue practicing self-
regulation techniques.

11.ADJUSTING STRATEGIES

AS NEEDED

Be flexible and willing to adjust your
approach based on your child’s changing
needs and preferences. Experiment with

different sensory tools and techniques to find

what works best for them.

12. SEERKING SUPPORT

If you're concerned about your child's
sensory processing or emotional regulation,
don’t hesitate to reach out for support from
the church staff or a volunteer. They can
provide personalized strategies to help your
child thrive. You're not alone, and there are
resources available to help you.



‘'sduipunoJJns pauidewl JnoA jo Ayijinbuesy ayy

‘buiag-jjam ||p1ano inoh buipuoyua ut Aj|ny assawwi 03 413sIN0A uimojje ‘sainuiw
pup sanIAIsuas Aiosuas bulbbuow |BJBASS 40} UOIIRZI[BNSIA PapINg SIYl BNUIIUO) D
Joj 1003 [njuamod b si buiyinaiq ‘Apoq JnoA wouy suoilows 3AIR3BU JO ‘SSAIIS
daap Yaquaway [A3] 1J04W0I puD ‘uoisual Aue 3uisea|al auidewl ‘ajeyxa NoA sy p
$92ua4a4a.ad unoh 1ins 01 wayi 1snlpo 01 ‘A1uaJas pue ‘ssauw|ed ‘A8iaua aanisod
9.y 99 pup ‘sanbjuysal asayl a11304d ul 3uiyiealq }|asinoA aziensiA ‘ajeyur yaea YA
01 S32IA43s diysiom burinp sjuawouw "dojuleaunow Jo ‘153104 ‘ydeaq e se yans
M3y D D] “dUIAIP dY] Y1IM U0I1IBUUOI ‘9oe|d auaJas pue |nyadead e ul §|3sinoA auidew| q
pup a2pad 4auul puly noh djay o3 "Xe|aJ 01 syiea.q daap maj e upjel pue
auinoJ diysiom anoh ojur payosodiodul saka unoA Buiso|d ‘uonisod a|gellojwod e ur US e

aq up) $as1249xa buIyIpa.Iq asay | ONIHLVYAAdd
NOILYZITUASIA
adaainov

'SSeJ]S pue uolsual asea|ad 0] 9|eyxXe ydes

Suimo|e ‘syrealq ¢ 1sea| 1e 104 3|24d siy1 1eaday d
'SS311S PUB UOISUD) 9Se3|aJ 01 3|eYXd Ydea

'PUNOS BUIYSOOYM e BUD{eW 'SPU0d3S 8 JO SUIMO|[e ‘SU1eaIq  1583] 1B 10} 3]IAD SIy) 1eaday D

1UNnod e JoJ yinow JnoA y3nouyl ajeyxs AjMmo|s p
. . "punos Sulysooym e Supjew ‘spuodas g Jo
SPU033S / JO JUNO e 10} Y1ea.q InoA pjoH 1UN0J e 104 yInow InoA ySnoJyy ajeyxa Ajmojsp
"SPU023S # JO 1UN0 B 10} 3sou JnoA y3noayy

"SPU02as / 0 1UN0J e 10} Y1ealq InoA pjoH 2
Ul y1ealq daap e el pue saka Unok aso|)'q . o SR S

"SPU023S { JO 1UNO) e 10} asou InoA y3nouyy

Ms 03 92e(d 3|qe3Jojwod pue 3ainb e pui4e ul yaealq daap e axe1 pue saka unoA aso|)q

"11S 01 9Je|d 3|ge1Iojwod pue 1ainb e pui4 e

ONIHLYAdA
8-&—T ONIHLYVAAA
X04d

‘Apoq 4noA 3uiaea| pue 3ulia1ua Jie Jo Uoesuas ‘uawopge InoA
3yl uo 3UISnNJ04 ‘Yy1eaJq Yyoea Yiim s|1iasou 3uleulalje anuinuod JO ||eJ pue asiJ 3yl uo 3uisnloy ‘syiealq

‘|1350U 1431 JN0A 4Sno1y) ajeuxa pue quiny |eJaAnas Joj uianied 3uiyiealq siyy 1eaday 9

JnoA y1im 11 3502 uayl ‘riasou 1y dnok y3dnoayy Ajdasp ajeyu|-a ‘pJemul anow uawopge InoA uo puey JnoA

[994 "S9[asnhwi [euiwopge JnoA 3uildesiuod

3[Iym ued noA se Jie yonw se 1no duiysnd
‘Uyinow JnoA y3noiyy Aimols ajeyx3-p

‘jasou 1y31d unoA
y3noayy Ajmo|s ajeyxa pue Ja3uly JNoA Ylim [11150uU 143| JnoA aso|)p

‘|141s0u 1J3] JnoA y3noJyl

Aidaap ajeyur pue quinyy JnoA yim [11150u 3YS1d 1ok aso|) LEl=ninle Erells

usawopge JnoA uo puey JnoA |9a4 “J1e yam

‘|113sou 343 InoA 130 Ja3uly Ayuid o saduly s3un| 4noA [j13 noA se as1J 01 uawopge JnoA
3ut1 anoA pue |i3sou 1y31d noA Jano quinyy Y31l 1noA ade|d g Suimoyje ‘asou JnoA ySnouyy Ajdaap ajeyu) -
"paxe|aJ s1apnoys pue ydiesis auids InoA yim Ajgerojwod s e ‘uawopge Jnok uo Jaylo

ONIHLYMHAY4Ad 3y} pue 3sayd JnoA uo puey auo ade|d-q

‘paxe|aJ siap|noys pue

MTIY.L m c N 1y3ieus auids unoA yum Ajgersojwod ys e

ALYNAALTY
ONIHLVAAA
ATTHA

‘dIHSYOM 10 NOILVINKNILS

AYOSN3S FH1 1SAINY SSINIWTVYI ANV 3DV3id
dNIid NOA d13H 01 S3S1DY3IAXI HONIHLVIYE
d33d IAI1L1D3d443 13A TdNIS YV MO138

AAINYD SHSTIDAHAXH
ONIHLVYAdAd

RESOURCE GUIDE | %%

%¥6 | WORSHIP WITHOUT LIMITS



‘81 Jnoh uy aapad pup

aJuasa.d siH ¥aas noh so auirlg
ay1 yum diysuonn|ai sadaap

D ojur noh apinb hayy Aoy

"pPaaU Ul 3S0Y) U0
‘9Jualiadxa diysiom unoh ysiiua P | 9504

Ajpuepunge 1no patnod aq 01 3uissSa|q SIH 10J yse

pup po9 yim uoir3uuod unoh pue ‘9aeJd pue ssaujnjyiie) siy Joj Suiaidsyueyl
uadaap 01 papuaiuil a.4p sydwoud 10 s1aAeud 4a}J0 "sauo pano| JnoA pue noA uodn
uonnlpaw pun 4ohoid asay| PaM01saq sey poo s3uissa|q ayl Uo 123]43y

| HIILLOVdAdd
uO0Ieald SIH J0j aJed pue

Aisalew siH Jo SJapulwal Se ainieu Jo S[jaWs pue .WUZHm w M—H—”m
‘Spunos ‘s1ysis aya auidew| ‘uoneasd Jo Alneaq
91 Ul SNsar apis3uo|e 3uijem J|asinoA azijensip

NOILDINNOD "8A0| SIH JO @dueJnsse pue adead yim nok
HANLUYN 3ull|iy ‘noA dojaaua 01 83uasald SIH Mo||Y

"POD) JO AJI0A ||BWS ‘||13S BYI 104 3UIUBISI|
‘Jakeuad 1ua|is ul suaWow Maj e puads

. NOILYTdINHA.LNOD
uolel01sad 3ulig 01 Jamod siH ul dunsna
‘94e2 SIH 01Ul ured Jo uoisual Aue asea|ay ‘Apoq r.—.Lz m—_HHm
anoA Jo syied 1ualaljip 01 9duasald duijeay siH

3ulig 01 1141ds AjoH ay1 a11Aul ‘Yiealq yoea Y

chEQEHH—m—S ‘Aauunol aj1] unoA 01 saijdde
zmom hﬁ—”cm 11 MOY pue 3ulueaw S1l Japuod Ul yuls 0l

WwopsIM s11 uimoj|e ‘A|Mo|s 11 peay 1Jeay Inok
01 $)eads 1ey1 3|qig Y3 WoJ) 3SIIA e 3500Y)

. NOILYLIAIN
3uiAuied ag Aew noA suoisual Jo SalII0OM
Aue aseajal ‘ajeyxa yzea yim pue ‘aaead yiim noA m—nﬁﬂpr.—.; Q”—”ﬁ Q m

[114 03 3141dS SIH dMAUL ‘3]_YUI YDBD YIIM "POD) WO
1J13 e se yieauq JnoA uo snioj pue saka InoA aso|)

wmm—”zmmmaﬂ "sadualiadxa Ajiep JnoA
”—m—r.—.;.m m—.MHM_ Ul paisajluew aAey uolisinold pue adei3 siy

MOY U0 123|J3Y ‘Aepo1 a41] JnoA ul s3uIssa|q
d1J10ads 9343 JoJ pon Supjueyy Ag uidag

NOILOHTAdAH
dAALILYAD

*3SN NV NOA SLdWOYd

R IWO0S UV JUIH "IINIINIdXT TVNLINIAS YNOA
IINVHNI OL SIDILIVYd SSINTNAANIW ANV

‘1 SIYHI HLIM NOILDINNOD ‘NOILDIdSOULNI

/ D \ 404 S3IILINNLYOJddO ¥I440 SLdINOYUd ASTHL

VA _ SLAINOYd
| d NOLLVLIGAIA
0 [9AXYHd

RESOURCE GUIDE | %¥9

%8 | WORSHIP WITHOUT LIMITS



This resource guide was developed as a collaborative effort between
Amanda Hiles Howard, Samford University Department of Psychology;
Emily Snider Andrews, and Abbey Plant, Samford Center for Worship
and the Arts; Nicole Gilbertson Wilke, CAFO Center for Applied
Research on Vulnerable Children and Families; and René J. Zimny,
Samford University Department of Art & Design. It was made possible
through a Vital Worship, Vital Preaching Grant by the Calvin Institute
of Christian Worship in Grand Rapids, Michigan, with funds provided
by Lilly Endowment, Inc.

Samford University

X Howard College of Arts and Sciences

p=4 Lilly Endowment Inc.
A Private Philanthropic Foundation




