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Parent Tip Sheet for Nail Cutting: Supporting Children with Sensory 
Processing Challenges 

 
Nail cutting can be a stressful activity for children with sensory processing differences. 
The sensation, sound, or anticipation of nail cutting can trigger anxiety or avoidance. 
This guide provides strategies to help make nail cutting a more positive experience for 
you and your child.  
 

Understanding the Challenges: 
  
-Tactile Sensitivity: Discomfort with touch or 
pressure on the nails.  
-Auditory Sensitivity: Distress from the sound of 
nail clippers or scissors.  
-Proprioceptive Sensitivity: Uncomfortable 
awareness of the fingers or toes being 
manipulated.  
-Emotional Responses: Fear or anxiety due to 
past negative experiences.  
  

 
Practical Strategies: 
 
Prepare the Environment  

• Calm Setting: Choose a quiet, familiar space where your child feels safe.  
• Dim Lighting: Avoid overly bright lights that might be overstimulating.  

Warm Up the Hands/Feet: Use a warm, damp cloth to gently soften the nails 
and help your child relax. 

Engage Your Child  
• Explain the Steps: Use simple language or visual aids to outline what will 

happen.  
• Let Them Practice: Allow your child to clip a doll’s nails or pretend to clip your 

nails first.  
• Provide Choices: Let your child pick the time of day, which finger or toe to start 
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with, or the tools to use.  
 
 
Desensitize Gradually 
  

• Touch First: Massage the fingers or toes regularly to build tolerance for touch.  
• Practice with Tools: Let your child explore the nail clippers or scissors without 

using them.  
• Start Small: Trim one nail at a time and gradually increase as your child 

becomes more comfortable.  
 
Modify the Process  
 

• Try Alternative Tools:  
o Use small, quiet nail scissors if clippers are too intimidating.  
o Try a nail file to smooth nails instead of clipping.  
• Cut After Bathing: Nails are softer and easier to trim after a bath, reducing the 

need for pressure.  
 
Provide Sensory Input  

• Deep Pressure: Massage hands, 
feet, or use a hand fidget before 
cutting to calm the sensory system.  

• Weighted Blanket or Shoulder 
Wrap: Use during nail cutting if 
sitting upright.  

• Proprioceptive Activities: Have 
your child press their hands 
together or squeeze a stress ball 
before and after.  
 

Make It Fun  
• Storytelling: Create a fun story about cutting nails (e.g., "We’re making them 

shiny and neat like a superhero’s!").  
• Distraction Tools: Use music, videos, or a favourite toy to keep your child 

engaged.  



Stewarts Care DAC. Designated Activity Company (limited by shares). Registered Office: Stewarts, Mill Lane, Palmerstown, Dublin 20. Registered in Ireland 
No. 296282. CHY13177. 

 

A service provided in partnership with the CRC, Enable Ireland, the HSE and Kare  

• Reward System: Offer small rewards or praise for each nail completed.  
 

Tips for Specific Sensory Needs 

  
Tactile Sensitivity  

• Use tools with rounded edges and soft grips.  
• Trim nails in short sessions to avoid overwhelming sensations.  
• Apply firm, consistent pressure instead of light touch to reduce discomfort.  

 
Auditory Sensitivity  

• Use quiet tools like manual nail scissors.  
• Let your child wear noise-cancelling 

headphones or hum/sing to block out 
sounds.  

 
Proprioceptive Sensitivity  

• Allow your child to hold the clippers or 
scissors to feel more in control.  

• Trim nails in a reclined position or while 
your child is sitting on a beanbag for added 
comfort.  

 
Emotional Support  

• Use calming language: “We’ll go slowly, 
and you can tell me when to stop.”  

• Give control where possible: “Which nail 
should we do next?”  

  
Track Progress  

• Keep a record of successful techniques and note which strategies worked best.  
• Build up to more nails over time, as your child’s tolerance improves.  

  
  
This guide is designed to help you and your child approach nail cutting with less stress 
and more success. Remember, small steps and patience are key to building positive 
experiences!  



Stewarts Care DAC. Designated Activity Company (limited by shares). Registered Office: Stewarts, Mill Lane, Palmerstown, Dublin 20. Registered in Ireland 
No. 296282. CHY13177. 

 

A service provided in partnership with the CRC, Enable Ireland, the HSE and Kare  

  
          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


