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When a person has sensory processing difficulties this can impact on their tolerance of personal care activities.  Below are some generic strategies to try – you can discuss this further with your child’s occupational therapist. 
Toileting 

· Do your child’s feet touch the floor when they are sitting on the toilet? If their feet are dangling they could feel unsteady.  Try using a small step for them to rest their feet on. 

· Does your child dislike the feel of the toilet seat? Toilet seats can feel very hard and cold to some people.  Try a padded seat or ring reducer (available on Amazon).  Some toilet seats also have handles so your child might feel more secure if they are holding on. 

· Does your child dislike toilet paper? Try a wet wipe and see if this is better.  Wet wipes also mean that you child will be cleaner quicker!

· Consider visual and auditory stimulation around the bathroom and try to keep it to a minimum (don’t create any unexpected noise) remember the sound of the flush or hand dryer can be distressing.
· Try using a reward chart to motivate your child to use the toilet

· Help them to identify feelings of urgency – “I think you might need the toilet because you are holding yourself”

Hair Care 

· Be aware of the smell of shampoo, noise of the clippers/scissors, feel of the tickly cut hair on their skin may be distressing for your child.

· Prepare your child for what will happen – using calming strategies such as proprioception activities and deep pressure tactile beforehand. 
· Place your hands on your child’s head and exert gentle pressure or a firm scalp massage prior to hair washing/cutting.  If the child is able to – a head stand will help to desensitise! 

· Use firm pressure as you brush/comb their hair.  Explore different brushes when your child is calm and ask them to choose the one they like. if you have to towel dry your child’s hair do this firmly. 

· Familiarise your child with the salon environment before taking them to have their hair cut.  Consider using a social story or photographs to prepare them.
· Ensure your child is seated securely on a chair or your lap prior to hair cutting and give them a bear hug/deep pressure input as preparation.
· Try to approach from in front, so they see you and are prepared for you to touch them, rather than from behind.  Use a mirror if necessary so they can see when they are about to be touched. 
· Think about distractions which may help.  For example if your child likes watching a certain programme can they have this on a device/tablet during hair care? If they will tolerate in ear headphones they could wear these to drown out the sound of the clippers.

Try a timer or counting as a way of letting your child know that it is time limited e.g “we are going to do 5 more brushes then you can go and play”
· Use a detangling serum if your child’s hair is prone to tangles and knots.  Use a “Tangle Tamer” brush.

· If age appropriate, let your child do as much themselves as possible.  You can model brushing your hair and ask your child to copy you – touch is much easier to tolerate if it is on your own terms and the pressure you like. 

· Experiment with dry shampoo and see if your child prefers this between washes.   Try a combined shampoo and conditioner rather than separate. 

Face washing:

· Use a mirror and warm water. Experiment with flannels, sponges, or a rough or soft cloth, your child may have certain preferences.
· Encourage your child to wash themselves if possible. Place a flannel on their hands and encourage just one wipe of the face initially.  You can model what to do and encourage them to copy you.

· Use a frim but gentle touch and downward strokes. Avoid exposure of wet skin to the air, offer a towel straight after washing.
Bathing 

· Consider the time of day that a bath or shower would be most beneficial. If it is a calming experience, use as part of a bedtime routine. If itis alerting, complete earlier in the evening so that it can be followed by calming activities before bedtime.
· Use desensitising strategies before bathing/showering – firm massage and deep pressure input. 
· Routines are helpful to organise and calm by enabling your child to predict what is going to happen next.  Ensure the same routine is followed by all care givers.
· Be aware of light levels, natural or dim lighting might be preferable. 
· If the sound of the running water bothers your child, try filling the bath with the door closed before they enter the room.

· Experiment with scented or unscented products and a variety of sponges, bath mitts, a loofah or back brush.

· Experiment with the amount of bubbles/no bubbles. Your child may like just enough bubbles that they can play with them and still see the bottom of the bath or his/her body.  Experiment with different textured soaps (bar, firm soap, foam soap.) Consider the scents of the toiletries used; some may prefer unscented, others may like a calming scent such as camomile or alerting scent such as orange. 
· Use firm, downward touch pressure when washing and encourage your child to wash themselves if possible.

· Consider the feel of the bathroom floor/bath mats and if the echoes cause distress.

· Have the bath ready before your child undresses and aim to make the transition from undressing to getting in the bath as quick and smooth as possible. 
· If showering, let your child watch the shower for a while before getting in.  Use a handheld shower nozzle so that your child can control the direction and force of the water. You child might prefer to have the shower turned off while lathering with soap. 

· Use a large towel and wrap your child tightly in the towel.   
· A smaller towel may be easier for your child to manage. If towel drying is a difficult activity to tolerate they could wear a towelling dressing gown instead. 
Dressing

· If your child cannot tolerate labels cut them out and try to leave the remaining seam smooth
· Desensitise before dressing – deep pressure, firm towel drying, firm massage of the arms, legs and feet.

· If socks and shoes are an issue – encourage your child to stamp, “moonwalk” and drag feet on the floor.  Try wearing socks inside out so the seam doesn’t rub. 
· If your child has difficulty tolerating seams, try wearing undergarments to reduce friction.  You can get compression vests and clothing which can be worn under clothes – this will also offer deep pressure throughout the day. 

· There are seam free clothes, socks and underwear available on the internet.  
· Try washing clothes in unscented products
· If possible – shop for clothes with your child present.  Let them touch and feel the fabric before you buy it! 

· If possible – let your child choose what to wear each day

Tooth Care

Thinking about the senses, it’s easy to see why tooth brushing is often a big problem – tactile input, taste, smell, temperature change

· Try doing some oral motor activities first – blowing or sucking through a  straw, blowing a windmill, bubbles, crunchy or chewy food

· Try firm facial massage (either do this yourself and encourage your child to copy you or do it for them) 

· Try an electric toothbrush (vibration de-sensitises) 

· Try specialist toothbrush that clean with fewer strokes such as Dr Barman’s or Collis-Curve (google or Amazon)

· Try unflavoured toothpaste – OralNurse paste is available on Amazon 

· Request a referral to the specialist dental team (Newton Heath)

· Try brushing with warm water rather than cold

· Use app’s or set timers as a distraction and/or reward 

Nail Care 

· Attempt to cut nails after a bath so the nails are softer and easier to cut. 

· Use nail clippers rather than scissors

· Prepare your child for what’s going to happen by given a firm hand massage first, squeezing each fingertip firmly before cutting.

· Inform your child what you are doing – don’t take them by surprise! 

· Use distractions and rewards.

· Count down the fingers and toes – “2 more fingers to go!”

· Hold your child on your knee and give them a bear hug – alternatively try a weighted blanket or lap pad.

· Speak calmly and quietly, reassuring them.

· Reduce all other stimulus and avoid unexpected noises. 

Sleep

· Deep pressure – weighted blanket, Burrito (swaddling) Bear hugs, Pillow   squashing, Firm massage, resistance sheets, maternity V pillow to hug, try moving the bed next to the wall (body awareness)
· Consider providing a calming bedtime routine and a screen/TV/Computer free bedroom – it is recommended that your child/young person is not exposed to blue light emission in the hour before bed – as this can cause sleep problems and can contribute to levels of anxiety.

· Warmth – Wheatybags, sleeping bags, warm comforter or sheets in the dryer, warm drinks, sheepskin blankets, warm bath
· Movement – linear movement (rocking), rocking over an exercise ball
· Visual stimulation – turn off big lights, try lava lamps, bubble tube, projectors.
· Auditory – white noise machine or app, slow and quiet music, reduce noise and speak in a soft low voice
· Essential oils such as Lavender 
· Make a sleep diary of which strategies helped



· If your child struggles with personal care activities try not to do them all at once! if your child is having their hair washed one day which is a stressful event – leave the nail cutting for another night. 

· Predictability and routine reduce anxiety 

· If your child has sleep issues then don’t do personal care activities directly before bed! 

· Use deep pressure and proprioception to calm and desensitise prior to self-care activities. 

· Pick your battles – think about what is really important or necessary.  If your child is having a particularly bad day could hair washing wait until tomorrow?
Vicky Pinder – Occupational Therapist May 2020 
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