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Sensory Modulation:  
Sensory Avoidance and Oversensitivity 
 

Children who have difficulty processing sensory data react differently, but their 
responses can be categorised as sensory seeking or sensory avoiding.  

Sensory seekers may be under-sensitive to input from their environment. Thus, they seek 
out activities that provide more stimulation. A child might also seek sensory input as a 
distraction from uncomfortable or stressful situations. 

Sensory avoiders may avoid input because they experience sensory information more 
intensely. They avoid sensory stimulation because it is overwhelming for them. 

Not all children fall into a clear category. Some children may show a combination of 
sensory seeking and sensory avoidance. Their responses can change based on their 
level of arousal or how well they are able to self-regulate. 

Occupational therapists can help identify sensory modulation difficulties and 
recommend strategies and tools that will support your child to fulfil their sensory needs. 

 

Many children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) have trouble 
processing everyday sensory information such as sight, sound, touch, 
taste and smell. Sensory modulation refers to the way sensory 
information is passed and interpreted within the brain. When a child 
has difficulty in this area, they may respond to sensory input in 
unusual ways. These behaviours can have a profound effect on their 
life. 

 

Behaviours Associated with Sensory Avoidance and Oversensitivity 

 
A child who is oversensitive to sound may become easily upset by loud or sudden 
noises. They may avoid noisy situations or cover their ears with their hands. They may be 
easily distracted by sounds, including ones that others may not even register.  

A child who is oversensitive to touch may dislike certain textures on 
clothing (e.g. tags) or need clothing to fit tightly. They may avoid 
messy or sticky activities such as playdough, sand, or paint. They 
may become distressed or pull away if others touch or hug them.  
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A child who is oversensitive to sight may dislike bright lights or find it challenging to focus 
in visually stimulating environments. Busy or cluttered places (e.g. shops) may be difficult 
for them. 

A child who is oversensitive to taste and smell may avoid certain foods or gag when 
eating. They may react negatively to certain smells.  

A child who struggles to process body movement, position, balance and spatial 
awareness, may avoid activities that involve climbing or heights. They may struggle with 
balancing activities and avoid activities involving movement such as swings.  

Observing your child can help you identify their triggers and find ways to help them 
cope. An occupational therapist can offer support for identifying and treating sensory 
avoidance behaviours or oversensitivity. For behaviours that involve eating, drinking or 
swallowing, seek advice from a speech therapist. 

 

Sensory avoidance can make it difficult for your child to participate in play, social 
activities, self-care and learning. Children may develop anxiety around day-to-day 
activities that include sensations they do not enjoy. They may remove themselves from or 
avoid environments that involve the unpleasant sensation. 

 

Challenges 

 

Try to identify the specific sensory inputs your child has difficulty with. Your child may not 
like wet, sticky substances like paint but be okay with dryer substances like playdough. 
Or, your child may not like high pitch sounds but tolerate loud, low noises. 

If sensory avoidance behaviours are impacting your child’s ability to engage and 
develop, increase their tolerance to the sensory input in a positive and carefully paced 
manner. Forcing a child to engage will create further negative associations with the 
activity they are avoiding. If a sensory avoidance behaviour has minimal impact on your 
child’s day-to-day living, consider whether they need to overcome it. For example, if a 
child is irritated by a tag on their clothing, it is easier to cut the tag off than to invest time 
on an issue that has little consequence. 

 

General tips 
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Touch Sensitivity 

 Allow your child to watch rather than join in with activities involving material they don’t 
like. For example, they can watch you or their friends play with playdough rather than 
join in. Allow your child to explore the texture with utensils such as paintbrushes, spoons, 
whisks or sticks. To encourage your child to join in, introduce a toy that interests them. For 
example, place a dinosaur on top of the playdough. Show them how to make dinosaur 
footprints in the dough.  

Where possible, begin with a texture your child is comfortable with and make gradual 
changes. For example, if they don’t like sticky textures but can engage with dry textures, 
begin with some sand and gradually add water to make it a little sticky.  

 

Sound Sensitivity 

 Allow your child to experiment with a range of sounds using various percussion 
instruments. Talk about loud and quiet. Allow your child to wear earplugs when loud or 
uncomfortable noises cannot be avoided. Ensure your child has a quiet space they can 
retreat to if things get noisy. 

 

Sight Sensitivity 

 Cluttered or busy environments can make it difficult for your child to focus. Having a 
‘home’ for every toy, where they can be kept out of the way when not in use, can help 
keep your child’s play space clutter-free. 

Be mindful of how many toys your child has and needs in their space. Labelled shelving 
and cupboards help your child find what they want without having everything out and 
on display. 

Fluorescent lighting can seem bright and be distracting. Indirect lighting, such as lamps 
may be more comfortable for your child. 

 

Taste and Smell Sensitivity 

 Your child may avoid certain foods because of texture, smell or taste. 
Forcing a child to eat something they don’t want to can make 
mealtimes unpleasant and may cause them to restrict their food 
preferences further. Keeping mealtimes positive and enjoyable is 
better for everyone.  
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If your child eats a balanced diet, it doesn’t matter if they do not like a few different 
foods. However, if their diet is overly restrictive, you may want to try some of the 
following strategies to encourage them to become more familiar with a variety of 
foods.  

Ensure each meal contains food your child enjoys (preferably a healthy choice). 
Include a small portion of something they may not like, keeping it well separated from 
the other food. Let your child know that even though it’s on their plate or in their lunch 
box, they don’t have to eat it. Introduce one type of food at a time. Allow your child 
to become accustomed to each new food before introducing another. For most 
mealtimes, your child will leave this piece of food untouched. That is okay as they are 
still being exposed to and becoming more comfortable with foods that they might 
have otherwise avoided. 

Allow your child to become accustomed to foods they dislike through other senses. 
Suggest that they touch it and smell it. After a few mealtimes, when they are used to 
handling the food, encourage them to lick it or take a nibble. 

 
Body movement, position, balance and spatial awareness 

 When introducing movement, begin with straight lines that go forwards and 
backwards or up and down. Avoid movements that can go in multiple directions in an 
unfamiliar manner. Begin activities slowly and provide physical support (e.g. holding 
their body, holding their hand) as your child becomes familiar with the movement. 
Allow your child to control the movement by asking them if they want to go higher, 
faster or slower. 

Other tip sheets available: Sensory Overload and Sensory Modulation: Sensory-Seeking 
Behaviours. 
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