
Sensory-Friendly 
Preparedness Guide         
for Large-Scale Events  

  

A supportive, practical planning tool for residential, day, community 
participation support (CPS) service providers. Prepared People Save Lives. 
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1. Purpose of This Guide 
Large-scale public events—such as the National Football League (NFL) Draft, FIFA World Cup, 
America250 celebrations, concerts, parades, and major sporting events—can create significant 
sensory, operational, and safety challenges for individuals with intellectual disabilities and autism 
(ID/A) and the staff who support them. Prepared People Save Lives. 

Large-scale events introduce unpredictable sensory, safety, and operational challenges that can quickly 
overwhelm unprepared teams. Without proactive planning, individuals with ID/A may experience 
heightened distress, delayed medical care, or separation from staff in crowded environments. Providers 
who prepare early reduce the likelihood of preventable emergencies and ensure continuity of support. 

This guide helps providers: 

• Prepare individuals who want to attend events 

• Support individuals who do not want to attend and may be affected by event such as noise, 
traffic, or law enforcement presence 

• Maintain continuity of care when transportation, staffing, or emergency services are 
disrupted 

• Strengthen communication, rumor control, and emergency decision-making 

• Integrate sensory-friendly and trauma-informed practices into all planning 

 

The tool is intentionally supportive—this is about empowering, not 
prescribing requirements.  
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2. Understanding the Risk Environment 
Events drawing hundreds of thousands of people create conditions—noise, crowds, law enforcement 
activity, transit failures—that can escalate sensory overload or behavioral distress. These environments 
also strain EMS, hospitals, and transportation systems, increasing response times when individuals 
need help. Recognizing these risks early allows providers to build realistic, person-centered plans. 

Large-scale events often include: 

• Crowds exceeding hundreds of thousands 

• Free, open-access attendance with unpredictable 
movement 

• Loud environments (often >100 dB), concerts, 
fireworks, and sirens 

• Heavy law enforcement presence, including 
unmarked vehicles 

• Traffic gridlock and unreliable public transit 

• Hotel shortages and limited backup lodging 

• Delayed EMS and emergency department response 

• Cellular network congestion 

• Increased public intoxication and behavioral 
unpredictability 

These conditions can create heightened sensory stress, 
elopement risk, medication timing challenges, and 
communication barriers for individuals with ID/A. 

  

 
Community Participation Supports (CPS) 
refers to services that help individuals with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities 
engage in meaningful activities in the 
community. CPS includes outings, 
skill-building, volunteering, recreation, and 
other community-based experiences that 
require staff support, transportation, and 
sensory-aware planning. Because CPS 
activities frequently occur in public settings, 
they are uniquely impacted by large-scale 
events, transportation disruptions, and 
sensory stressors. 
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3. Core Planning Areas 
Large-scale events disrupt both individual routines and organizational operations, 
meaning risks emerge simultaneously at the personal and system level. Providers 
who plan for both domains—individual needs and operational continuity—are better 
positioned to prevent crises, maintain medication schedules, and ensure safe 
participation or avoidance of events. Neglecting either area increases the likelihood of service 
disruption or harm. 

A. Individual-Level Planning 

Individuals with ID/A may face sensory triggers, elopement risks, or communication barriers that 
escalate rapidly in crowded or noisy environments. Without individualized planning, staff may be 
unable to respond effectively to overstimulation, separation, or medical needs. Tailored supports 
reduce distress and ensure safe, meaningful participation. 

1. Who Wants to Attend vs. Who Does Not 

• Identify individuals who want to participate in event activities 

• Identify individuals who prefer to avoid crowds, noise, or law enforcement presence 

• Document preferences in the Individual Support Plan (ISP) or a simple event day 
support plan 

2. Sensory & Behavioral Support Needs 

• Noise-canceling headphones, sunglasses, hats, comfort items 

• Pre-event sensory warm-ups, exploring social stories or walkthroughs 

• Identifying quiet zones, escape routes, and low stimulus areas ahead of event 

• Reviewing behavioral support plans and early escalation indicators 

• Preparing scripts or visual supports for law enforcement interactions 

3. Safety Planning 

• Clear meeting points and separation protocols 

https://aidinpa.org/resource/travel-public-events/
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• Staff ratios appropriate for the environment 

• Photo cards, ID bracelets, low-tech communication tools, boards, or universal design 

• Plans for overstimulation, shutdowns, or elopement 

• Pre-identified emergency contacts (verified and updated) 

4. Medical & Medication Considerations 

• Pre-position rescue medications 

• Review timing-sensitive medications and thresholds for delay 

• Backup pharmacy options 

• EMS activation thresholds if delays exceed safe limits 

• Hydration, heat/cold exposure planning 

B. Operational Continuity Planning 

Traffic gridlock, staffing shortages, and delayed emergency services can compromise a provider’s 
ability to deliver essential care. If medications, transportation, or staffing are disrupted, individuals may 
face avoidable medical or behavioral emergencies. Operational continuity planning ensures that 
supports remain stable even when external systems are strained.  

1. Staffing 

• Anticipate call-offs due to traffic, transit delays, or personal attendance at events 

• Build surge staffing plans for event days 

• Consider staggered shifts or remote check ins 

• Identify essential vs. non-essential activities for the day 

2. Transportation 

• Expect delays of 60–90 minutes or more 

• Pre-coordinate with transportation vendors 

• Identify alternate routes and staging areas based on potential route closures 

• Plan for individuals who rely on paratransit or fixed-route systems 
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• Prepare for late returns from community outings 

3. Access to Medications, Supplies, and Emergency Services 

• Backup pharmacy lists 

• Extra medical supplies staged in advance 

• Plans for delayed EMS or hospital access 

• Clear internal escalation pathways 

• Staff trained in CPR, first aid, seizure response 

4. Backup Plans When Usual Options Are Unavailable 

• Hotels may be full or unaffordable 

• Pharmacies may have long waits 

• EMS may be delayed 

• Public transportation may be unreliable 

• Cell networks may be congested  

Providers should identify low tech alternatives, local partners, and internal contingencies. 

Service Provider Essential Functions: Business Impact Analysis (BIA) When considering your essential 
business functions on a normal day or “blue sky day” these are the projected risk levels with one hazard impact. 
While this BIA supports planning, it does not account for incident complexity in addition to a large-scale event. 
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4. Communications & Rumor Control 
Misinformation spreads quickly during large events, especially when cell networks are 
congested or law enforcement presence is misunderstood. Rumors can trigger family 
panic, staff confusion, or unnecessary emergency responses. A structured rumor 
control process prevents escalation and maintains trust. 

Recommended Practices 

• “Verify and confirm before communicating” rule 

• Identify who is responsible for contacting law enforcement or county emergency management 

• Use calm, factual language 

• Prepare templates for family communication 

• Pre-script responses for rumors (e.g., ICE presence) 

• Review and update emergency contacts system-wide 

• Encourage families to use official channels for updates 
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5. Sensory-Friendly Event Planning 
High noise levels, flashing lights, crowds, and unpredictable stimuli can overwhelm 
individuals with sensory sensitivities, leading to shutdowns, meltdowns, or elopement. 
Without sensory planning, staff may struggle to de-escalate situations or locate quiet 
spaces. Proactive sensory strategies significantly reduce distress and improve safety. 

Core Strategies 

• Pre-event sensory checklist 

• Identify quiet zones, rest areas, and exit routes 

• Bring sensory kits (headphones, fidgets, sunglasses, weighted items) 

• Train staff on early signs of sensory overload 

• Use visual schedules, relaxation techniques and social stories 

• Prepare for nighttime events, fireworks, and sirens 

• Build in recovery time after the event 

  

https://paautism.org/resource/relaxation-social-stories/
https://aidinpa.org/resource/travel-public-events/
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6. Law Enforcement Interaction Preparedness 
Unexpected law enforcement activity—especially involving unmarked vehicles—can cause 
confusion, fear, or misinterpretation by individuals with ID/A or their families. Staff who are 
unprepared may inadvertently escalate interactions or miscommunicate needs. Clear scripts, 
placards, and verification procedures reduce risk and support safe, respectful engagement. 

Recommended Enhancements 

• Standardized vehicle and facility placards for all law enforcement interactions 

• Staff training on rights, responsibilities, and de-escalation 

• Pre-event coordination with local police 

• Clear internal verification procedures 

• Scripts for explaining disabilities or communication needs 

  

https://paautism.org/resource/augmentative-and-alternative-communication-aac/
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7. Transportation Delay & Medical Contingency 
Planning 
Transportation delays of 60–90 minutes or more can jeopardize medication timing,  
access to medical care, and safe return from community outings. Without backup 
pharmacy plans or EMS thresholds, staff may be forced to make urgent decisions 
without guidance. Medical contingency planning prevents avoidable emergencies and 
ensures timely care. 

Recommended Actions 

• Pre-stage time-sensitive medications 

• Utilize Specialty Telehealth and Assessment Team (STAT) 

• Maintain updated pharmacy lists and back-ups 

• Define EMS activation thresholds 

• Train staff on medication urgency and escalation pathways 

• Build “delay buffers” into community outings 

• Seek and engage traditional and non-traditional transportation partners.  

These transportation partners can include public transportation, paratransit service, or accessible 
vehicle service providers. Establish and maintain working relationships with hotels, stadiums, and 
convention centers to identify specific information that guests may need during a mass evacuation. 
Consider and plan for tourists who may not be familiar with the layout of the city or location of and 
access to designated evacuation shelters.  

Potential transport planning partners:  

• Convention centers  

• Event-centers/stadiums  

• Hotels  

• Licensed care and long-term care facilities  

• Low-income housing  

https://aidinpa.org/resource/ep-shelter-toolkits/
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• Nonprofit organizations and support groups including faith-based groups  

• Paratransit services  

• Public and private transit providers such as railways, subways, buses, and ferry services  

• Schools  

• Social service agencies  

• Taxi companies, ride-sharing companies  

• Worksites  



12         Sensory-Friendly Preparedness for Large Scale Events Guide 

8. Provider Tabletop Exercises 
Real-world disruptions rarely unfold as expected, and untested plans often fail under 
pressure. Tabletop exercises reveal gaps in staffing, communication, sensory supports, 
and medical contingencies before they become critical. Providers who practice 
scenarios in advance respond more calmly and effectively during actual events.  

Purpose 

• Test decision-making under realistic conditions 

• Identify gaps before finalizing guidance 

• Strengthen coordination with Administrative Entities (AEs) and county emergency 
management 

Recommended Scenarios 

• Transportation failures 

• Medical emergencies 

• Multi-site disruptions 

• Rumor control and law enforcement verification 

• Sensory overload and elopement 

• Organization reunification or devolution 
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9. Coordination With External Partners  
Large-scale events require multi-agency coordination, and providers who operate in isolation may miss 
critical updates about road closures, quiet spaces, or emergency operations. Lack of coordination can 
delay responses or create conflicting information streams. Early engagement with event organizers, 
county Emergency Operation Centers (EOCs), and local first responders strengthens safety and 
situational awareness.  

Key Partners 

• County Emergency Operations Centers (EOC) 

• PEMA, DHS, municipal partners 

• Event organizers (e.g., NFL, FIFA, America250 planners) 

• Local law enforcement 

• Transportation vendors 

• Community organizations offering quiet spaces (e.g., Achieva) 

Mapping and visual planning should begin once official event maps are released. This 
will help leadership, staff or planning partners visualize where the gaps are and collaborate better.  
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10. Provider-Friendly Checklist 
During high-stress events, staff may overlook essential steps without a clear, accessible checklist. A 
structured checklist ensures consistency across shifts and locations, reducing the risk of missed 
medications, inadequate staffing, or incomplete safety planning. Checklists help teams stay grounded 
and organized when conditions are rapidly changing. 

Below is a concise, ready-to-use checklist aligned with the two major planning areas. 

Large-Scale Event Preparedness Checklist 
A. Individual-Level Planning 

Attendance & Preferences 

☐ Identify who wants to attend 

☐ Identify who prefers to avoid events 

☐ Document preferences in ISP or event plan 

Sensory & Behavioral Supports 

☐ Noise-canceling headphones 

☐ Sunglasses/hat 

☐ Comfort items 

☐ Visual supports or social stories 

☐ Identify quiet zones and escape routes 

☐ Review behavioral support plans 

☐ Train staff on early escalation indicators 

Safety Planning 

☐ Staff ratios appropriate for environment 

https://aidinpa.org/resource/help-now-social-story/
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☐ Meeting points and separation protocols 

☐ ID bracelets or photo cards 

☐ Updated emergency contacts 

☐ Low-tech communication tools 

Medical Needs 

☐ Pre-stage rescue medications 

☐ Review timing-sensitive medications 

☐ Backup pharmacy identified 

☐ EMS activation thresholds defined 

B. Operational Continuity Planning 

Staffing 

☐ Anticipate call-offs 

☐ Surge staffing plan 

☐ Staggered shifts or remote check-ins 

☐ Essential vs. non-essential activities identified 

Transportation 

☐ Pre-coordinate with vendors 

☐ Alternate routes identified 

☐ Plan for 60–90 minute delays 

☐ Paratransit contingencies 

Supplies & Emergency Services 

☐ Extra medical supplies staged 

☐ Backup pharmacy list 

https://paautism.org/resource/augmentative-and-alternative-communication-aac/
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☐ Clear internal escalation pathways 

☐ Staff trained in CPR/first aid/seizure response 

Backup Options 

☐ Plan for unavailable hotels 

☐ Plan for delayed EMS 

☐ Plan for pharmacy delays 

☐ Low-tech communication alternatives 

Communications & Rumor Control 

☐ “Verify before communicating” rule in place 

☐ Designated staff for law enforcement verification 

☐ Family communication templates prepared 

☐ Scripts for rumor control 

☐ Emergency contacts updated 

Law Enforcement Interaction Preparedness 

☐ Placards and scripts ready 

☐ Staff trained on rights and de-escalation 

☐ Pre-event coordination with local police 

Sensory-Friendly Event Planning 

☐ Sensory checklist completed 

☐ Quiet zones identified 

☐ Staff trained on sensory triggers 

☐ Recovery time planned post-event 

  

https://paautism.org/resource/augmentative-and-alternative-communication-aac/
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CMIST-Aligned ISP Addendum 
For Large-Scale Events, Community Outings, and Sensory-Impact Conditions 

This addendum supplements the Individual Support Plan (ISP) by identifying supports needed during 
large-scale events or incidents, high-stimulus environments, or situations involving transportation 
delays, law enforcement presence, or emergency disruptions. It follows the CMIST framework: 
Communication, Maintaining Health, Independence, Support & Safety, and Transportation. 

 

Individual Name: __________________________________________________________ 

Date Completed: __________________________________________________________ 

Completed By (Name/Role): ___________________________________________ 

Event: _________________________________________________________ 

(e.g., NFL Draft, America250, concerts, parades, fireworks, high-crowd outings) 

(C) Communication 
Communication Style & Needs 

• Primary communication method(s): 

• Supports needed to understand information in crowded or noisy environments: (e.g., visual 
aids, simplified language, gestures, AAC device) 

• Backup communication method if AAC or cell networks fail: 

https://paautism.org/resource/augmentative-and-alternative-communication-aac/
https://techowlpa.org/get-assistive-technology/
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Scripts, Tools, or Aids 

• Visual supports or social stories needed: 

• Preferred phrases or calming scripts staff should use: 

Emergency Communication 

• How the individual communicates distress, pain, or fear: 

• Staff actions if communication becomes difficult: 

(M) Maintaining Health 
Medication Needs 

• Time-sensitive medications: 

• Maximum allowable delay before escalation: 

• Rescue medications required during outings: 

• Backup pharmacy options: 

Medical Conditions & Supports 

• Known triggers (sensory, environmental, medical): 

• Early warning signs of distress or escalation: 

• Required medical supplies to bring: 

Emergency Thresholds 

• When to call on-call nurse/clinician: 

• When to activate EMS: 

(I) Independence 
Decision-Making & Preferences 

• Does the individual want to attend large events? ☐ Yes   ☐ No   ☐ Depends on event 

• Supports needed to make informed choices: 

https://paautism.org/resource/hosting-sensory-friendly-event/
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Independence Supports 

• Tools that help the individual remain independent (visual schedules, timers, maps): 

• Tasks the individual can complete independently during outings: 

Dignity & Autonomy Considerations 

• How staff should offer choices without overwhelming the individual: 

(S) Support & Safety 
Sensory Supports 

• Required sensory tools (check all that apply): ☐ Noise-canceling headphones ☐ Sunglasses/hat 
☐ Weighted item ☐ Fidget/comfort item ☐ Other:____________________________________ 

Behavioral Supports 

• Known sensory or behavioral triggers: 

• Effective de-escalation strategies: 

• Staff-to-individual ratio required for safety: 

Safety Planning 

• Elopement risk: ☐ Yes ☐ No If yes, describe prevention strategies: 

• Meeting points if separated: 

• Identification tools used (ID bracelet, card, photo): 

Law Enforcement Interaction 

• How the individual responds to police presence: 

• Scripts or placards staff should use: 

• Who verifies law enforcement activity if concerns arise: 

(T) Transportation 
Transportation Plan 
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• Primary transportation method: 

• Backup transportation options: 

• Known challenges (motion sickness, anxiety, delays): 

Delay Contingencies 

• Maximum safe delay for medications or health needs: 

• Actions staff should take if transportation is delayed 30/60/90 minutes: 

• Routing & Access 

• Preferred routes or areas to avoid: 

• Drop-off/pick-up locations that reduce sensory load: 

Event-Day Checklist (Individual-Specific) 

(Complete before leaving the home or program) 

Bring: 

☐ Sensory kit 

☐ Medications (routine + rescue) 

☐ Medical supplies 

☐ ID tools 

☐ Visual supports 

☐ Water/snacks 

☐ Backup communication tools 

Confirm: 

☐ Emergency contacts updated 

☐ Staff ratios met 
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☐ Transportation confirmed 

☐ Meeting points reviewed 

☐ Behavioral supports reviewed 

☐ EMS thresholds understood 

Signatures 

Individual (if applicable): ___________________________________________  

Guardian/Family (if applicable): ______________________________________  

Provider Representative: ______________________________________________  

Effective Dates: From _______________ to _______________ 
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