
 
 

Hand Washing Advice For Children With Sensory Processing Difficulties 
 
Hand washing is an essential part of everyday life and it is not uncommon for children to 
not want to wash their hands - there is, after all, always something much more 
interesting to do.  
 
Children with sensory processing difficulties may find washing their hands 
overwhelming due to the feel of the water, the smell of the soap (or bathroom), and the 
changes in the visual and auditory environments that bathrooms often cause.  
 
For some individuals, hand washing can be uncomfortable or even painful because they 
experience something known as tactile defensiveness. This ‘refers to a pattern of 
observable behavioural and emotional responses, which are aversive, negative and out 
of proportion to certain types of tactile stimuli that most people would find to be 
non-painful (Royeen & Lane; 1991). 
 
Here at Open Arms Support Services, we are trying to pour all our occupational therapy 
and sensory knowledge into this advice sheet to try to make hand washing an easier 
process.  
 
 
Psycho-education: 

● Try to explain why hand washing is so important. You might need visuals to 
support this and we have produced a free social story on hand washing which is 
available from our website: www.openarmsupport.co.uk 

● Research into developing healthy habits tells us that sometimes people are more 
likely to change their behaviour (eg: wash their hands more frequently) when 
they realise that there are social rather than health consequences. It might 
therefore be helpful to include this in your explanation eg: ‘other children might 
not want to play with you if they think your hands are dirty’ 

 
Sequencing cues: 

● Hand washing is an activity with multiple components. Some children have 
difficulties being able to perform each step in the correct order. You might need 

http://www.openarmsupport.co.uk/


 
 

to use additional prompts (either visual or auditory) to help with this. You could 
also try washing your hands with your child to role model the activity.  

● Open Arms Support Services have designed some great sequencing songs 
along with Chilton Music Therapists to help children with sequencing difficulties 
become more independent in their activities of daily living. These are available 
from:  

https://app.openarmsupport.co.uk/video 
 

Assess the environment: 
● Does your child need a step to reach the sink easily?  
● How hard/ cold is your bathroom floor? You might need to put an extra bath mat 

down so that the floor is softer/ warmer. Bath mats will also reduce any echo that 
you might have in your bathroom.  

● What is the visual environment like? Low energy bulbs are often slower to light 
up, giving your child longer to adjust to the different visual environment.  
 

Experiment with types of soaps: 
● There are plenty of recipes for soap making online and making soap with your 

child will not only be a fun leisure activity but it will help them to feel ownership 
over handwashing and a sense of pride when using something that they have 
made. You can also tailor your homemade soap to your preferences but adding 
your favorite smells, flowers etc. 

● If making soap isn’t right for you, try experimenting between gels and bars of 
soap. 
  

Desensitisation prior to hand washing: 
● Encourage your child to give themselves a hand massage prior to washing their 

hands. Deep pressure can be calming and may desensitise their skin so 
handwashing won’t feel uncomfortable.  
 

Post hand washing sensations: 
● Hands can feel dry immediately after washing them. Try to encourage your child 

to use moisturising cream so reduce this sensation. Creams made from aloe vera 

https://app.openarmsupport.co.uk/video


 
 

can be cooling and soothing for sensitive skin and might therefore be helpful for 
your child.  
 

Fun with bubbles:  
● Lots of children enjoy being in the bath - the water pressure provides 

proprioceptive input which can have a calming effect. Using bubble baths and 
playing with the bubbles might transfer to handwashing and provide children with 
another opportunity to play with bubbles so that handwashing can become a fun 
activity. 

 
 
 
For bespoke advice about hand washing or any other activity of daily living, 
where functioning is impaired, we offer a phone consultation service with a 
qualified and registered occupational therapist, who has completed additional 
training in sensory integration.  
 
Please phone the office on: 01603 767498 for availability and prices.  
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