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What are physical disabilities?

Physical disabilities include impairments that affect body movement, coordination, strength or stamina. These may be due to mobility impairments (e.g., using a wheelchair, walker, crutches), neurological conditions (such as cerebral palsy, multiple sclerosis, Parkinson’s disease, brain injury) that impact coordination, balance, muscle control or fatigue, or hidden disabilities (such as ME, fibromyalgia, arthritis, respiratory conditions). 

In the UK, over 8 million people have mobility impairments, making it the most common type of disability.

Daily challenges faced by people with physical disabilities

· Accessibility barriers: Inaccessible buildings, narrow doorways, or lack of ramps hinder participation.
· Transportation difficulties: Limited accessible public transport options restrict independence.
· Social isolation: Disabled individuals are more likely to experience loneliness and exclusion.
· Employment and financial struggles: Disabled people face higher unemployment rates and economic hardship.
· Negative attitudes: Stigma and lack of awareness can make everyday interactions stressful.

Challenges they may face when visiting our churches

1. Physical Access
· Difficulty entering buildings (steps, heavy doors).
· Navigating in poorly designed interiors (narrow aisles, pews, uneven floors).
· Accessing toilets (lack of accessible toilets).
· Reaching noticeboards, service sheets, or hymn books.
2. Mobility and Fatigue
· Using mobility aids (wheelchairs, walkers) can make movement slower or more exhausting.
· Conditions like MS or Parkinson’s may cause fatigue, spasms or balance issues.
· Coordination challenges: difficulty standing, sitting, or moving without help.
3. Communication and Participation
· Some services or worship may require standing or moving, which isn’t always possible.
· Hidden disabilities: impairments not obvious (e.g., poor dexterity, neurological issues) may be misunderstood or overlooked. 
· Risk of being treated with pity or under-estimated rather than being asked what help they actually need. 
4. Attitudinal Barriers
· Ableist assumptions (e.g., assuming someone “can’t help” or contribute). 
· Feeling excluded or invisible in church life, even if technically able to attend.
· Having a specific area for wheelchairs (removes the individual’s choice and therefore their independence)

How churches can help: practical checklist

Here is a checklist for churches to assess and improve their welcome, accessibility, and inclusion for people with physical disabilities.

1. Building Accessibility
· Conduct an access appraisal to identify barriers. 
· Provide ramps/level access at entrances, ensuring they meet minimum legal requirements in slope rise and width (providing the wrong ramp at a church caused a wheelchair flipping backwards, narrowly avoiding injury). See Building Regulations Part M for details.
· Ensure doors are lightweight and have individuals who can open and hold them open or automated where possible.. 
· Install handrails on steps, and ensure good lighting and colour contrast (for example on steps). 
· Make sure toilets are accessible (wide enough, grab rails, higher toilet seats). 
· While putting a baby changing table in the toilet might be a good idea, consider if it then restricts the movement for a wheelchair user - they may need to come alongside the toilet to transfer in and out of their chair.
· Provide clear signage (high contrast, well-placed, in large font such as Arial and not in block capitals) to guide people. 

2. Worship and Service Design
· Offer multiple ways to participate: seating options, places to sit with mobility aids.
· Consider accessible seating (e.g., at front, back, side, or chairs that can be removed so individual can choose where they sit) so people don’t have to navigate obstacles.
· Provide large-print service leaflets, printed service leaflets or hymn sheets. 
· Consider mobility needs in liturgy: for example, not requiring everyone to stand at once, or providing alternate ways to receive Communion.
· Stream services online or record sermons for those who find travel or physical attendance difficult.
· Provide a variation of suitable seating (chairs with arms, chairs without arms).
· Consider where someone could go to lay down, if they can no longer sit during the service, and still participate.
· Consider if a different style of service is more inclusive, or limits where individual members can participate (eg. Café church-style means everyone can move around the building).
· Consider having a focus group where individuals can explain the challenges they face and explain possible alternatives that could be incorporated.

3. Reasonable Adjustments
· Make “reasonable adjustments” under the Equality Act 2010: remove / alter physical obstacles, or provide alternatives. 
· Provide mobility assistance (e.g., volunteers to help guide, or assist from car to seat).
· Offer rest or quiet areas / spaces where someone can sit or take a break if needed.
· Consider parking options for any events at the church for those with limited mobility, so transfer is minimal between transport and building. 
· Have designated parking areas which are wider than standard and marked as disabled (individuals may require greater space to exit and enter a vehicle and standard spaces prohibit this).

4.    Culture and Attitude
· Value and include the gifts and ministry of people with disabilities (encourage them to serve in roles). 
· Avoid tokenism or pity; work to shift church culture so disability is understood as part of diversity, not as deficit.
· Avoid just speaking to the carer or wheelchair operative. Even if an individual has poor mobility they are often quite capable of speaking for themselves.
· Foster an awareness culture amongst all members of the church – this enables the individual with accessibility needs to avoid frequently having to ask people to move to allow access to exits, entrances, refreshment areas and toilets. It provides that individual with dignity (be aware they continually have to ask every day of their lives); let’s make church one place they just feel like everyone else.
· Think about messaging around healing, God does heal but not always in this world. An individual should not feel that their faith is weak because they are disabled, their faith may be strong and healing can come in acceptance of their situation.
· Social events are always a good way of meeting outside the formal church service. Consider what is being proposed and how individuals with mobility limitations can participate. Just being present may be enough (paying the same as full participants might not feel inclusive) or think about how it can be adapted to include that individual.
· Consider a survey to gather all views about the church, its building, services and atmosphere. Members may raise issues which hadn’t previously been thought about.

5.    Pastoral and Fellowship Support
· Provide pastoral care specifically considering people with physical disabilities (visiting those who struggle to travel, offering transport help, or arranging “church at home”). 
· Invite feedback from disabled congregants regularly about what works and what doesn’t. 
· Celebrate and recognise the contributions of people with disabilities (roles, testimonies). 
· Encourage peer support / buddy systems: matching volunteers to help with practical needs (getting into church, finding seating, navigating).
· Consider some disability awareness sessions and/or a disability champion.

6.    Communication
· Clearly state on the church website / newsletter that the church is accessible and welcoming, and detail what adjustments are available. Good practice – have an accessibility tab on the front page which links straight through to a specific page with all the accessibility and adjustments listed (with photos if possible) and including a contact if something different is required. 
· Provide service information (e.g., length, format, where seats are, how to reach accessible entrances) so people can plan ahead. 
· Make contact information available (e.g., designate someone who can answer questions about accessibility before a first visit).
· Train volunteers and staff about disability awareness. 
· Talk directly with disabled people about their needs; don’t make assumptions. 

How these actions help people to feel included and valued

· Belonging: When someone with a physical disability sees their needs anticipated (ramps, accessible seating, large print), they feel their presence was expected and valued.
· Participation: Reasonable adjustments give real practical access so disabled people can fully take part in worship, not just observe.
· Dignity: Training volunteers to ask rather than assume, and inviting people to serve and lead, shows respect for their capabilities.
· Spiritual and social inclusion: Pastoral care, feedback loops, and involvement in decision-making affirm that people with disabilities are integral to the life and mission of the church.
· Empowerment: Providing leadership opportunities (disabled lay ministers, inclusion leads) allows gifts to flourish, rather than marginalising.
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