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Session 
overview

 Why consider this approach?

 What does sensory modulation have to offer?

 The group programme & aims

 The benefits of strategies

 The barriers to strategies

 And considering how to balance these two areas



Sensory 
processing & 
BPD

 Increased hyper-responsivity to sensory input 

 Deficient habituation of the amygdala 

 Altered neurological thresholds

 Sense of disconnection with own body

Bilek et al 2019, Brown et al 2009, Löffler et al 2022, Matson et al 2021



Sensory 
processing & 
disordered 
eating

 Evidence of decreased body scheme and proprioception 

 Higher levels of hyper-sensitivity (particularly with anorexia 
nervosa)

 Elevated sensitivities in relation to gustatory, vestibular and 
somatosensory processing

 Decreased interoceptive awareness 

Perey & Cook-Cottone 2020, Riva & Dakanalis 2018, Sahib et al 2018 



Sensory 
modulation

“the ability to self-organize and regulate 
reactions to sensory inputs in a graded 
and adaptive manner . . . and adapt to 

environmental changes”
Champagne 2011, p252

“When the flow of sensations is 
disorganised life can be like a rush hour 

traffic jam”

Ayres 2005



Principles of 
sensory 
modulation

 “a bottom up approach to self-regulation” (Hollands et al 2015)

 Using sensory inputs to alter physiological arousal

 Supporting feelings of safety and control

 Important part of trauma-informed care

Sensory input
Altered 

physiological 
response

Emotion 
regulation

Champagne et al 2010, Hollands et al 2015, O’Sullivan & Fitzgibbon 2018



A sensory 
strategies 
group 
programme

Considering the impact of sensory input on arousal levels

Developing understanding  of current responses and 
strategies

Trialling of strategies in relation to each of the senses

Identifying ways to proactively manage responses & 
regulate arousal
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Group content
8 

senses

Olfactory

Gustatory

Tactile

Auditory

Visual

Vestibular

Proprioception

Interoception



Implementing 
sensory plans

Sections of the plan:

 Sensory environments

 Sensory strategies

 Communication strategies

 Support needed

 When to use strategies

Combined with a sensory box or kit to support 
accessibility of strategies. 



Considering 
the 
therapeutic 
programme

What are the sensory benefits of the different activities?
 Yoga

 Gardening

 Progressive muscle relaxation

 Making sensory items

 Projects to adapt the environment

 Kneading dough



The benefits of 
sensory 
strategies

Helps to give back control

Self-directed and personalised

Provides an alternative to self-harm

 Improves sense of connection with the body

Reduction in distress



The barriers to 
sensory 
strategies

 Balancing meeting sensory needs with physical health 
risks

 Complexity of inter-related factors

Proprioception has the most direct impact on the brain 
stem with increased benefits for self-regulation and 
increasing body awareness but . . .

 It requires muscle tension and the more intense the 
better

 How do you access this when there is a need to limit 
physical activity?



Balancing 
ways to meet 
sensory needs

Graded introduction of strategies

Consideration of dietary intake and physical 
observations alongside strategy use

 Identifying activities that provide muscle 
stretch and deep pressure tactile input



Recommendations 
for practice

 Take the time to identify individualised responses and 
patterns

 Consider the sensory impact of the environment

 Remain open to strategies within all the senses

 Create a plan to support strategy use

And further study is needed to identify ways to maximise 
access to the “power senses” in a safe but effective way. 
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