
  
 

 

WHAT IS SENSORY DIFFICULTIES? 

 
 

Sensory Difficulties is a neurological condition in children that can affect the way 

the brain processes information from the senses. Children, Young People with 

Sensory Difficulties may be extra sensitive to or not react to sensory input, 

depending on how they are affected. 
 

The 8 Senses and Sensory Systems 

 

 

WHAT IS SENSORY DIFFICULTIES? 



  
 

 

The five classic symptoms are the outward-facing and physical 

sensations of touch tactile system (touch), the auditory system (hearing), 

the visual system (sight), the gustatory system (taste), and the olfactory 
system (smell). These five senses are vital for taking in information about 

our external environment. These systems help keep us safe and provide 

necessary information about what is happening around us. 

 



  
 

 

WHAT CAUSES SENSORY DIFFICULTIES IN CHILDREN, YOUNG 

PEOPLE? 

Sensory Difficulties may be related to prenatal or birth complications, 

which can include: 

 

 premature birth 

 low birth weight 

 parental stress 

 alcohol or drug consumption during pregnancy 

 

Overexposure to certain chemicals and a lack of sensory stimulation in 

childhood may also be risk factors for developing Sensory Difficulties. 

Possible abnormal brain activity could change how the brain responds to 

senses and stimuli. 

 

Conditions or disorders connected to sensory issues can include: 

 

 Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
 

 Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 
 

 Sleep difficulties  
 

 Developmental delay 

 

 Brain injury 

WHAT ARE THE SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF SENSORY DIFFICULTIES? 
 

The symptoms of having sensory difficulties issues may depend on the way 

a child processes different sensations. 

 

Children who are easily stimulated may have hypersensitivity. This means 

they have an increased sensitivity to sensory inputs like light, sound, and 

touch. These sensations may bother them more, cause them to lose focus 

in the presence of too much sensory information, or cause them to act out. 

 

 

 

 

 



  
 

 

 

Children may also experience hyposensitivity. This means they may have 

reduced sensitivity to sensory output. 

 

The type of sensitivity someone experiences may largely determine what 

their symptoms are. For example, children who are hypersensitive may 

react as though everything is too loud or too bright. These kids may have 

difficulty being in noisy rooms. They may also have adverse reactions to 

smells. 

 

 

 

SENSORY 
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Sensory hypersensitivity may cause: 

 

 A low pain threshold 

 Appearing clumsy 

 Fleeing without regard to safety 

 Covering eyes or ears frequently 

 Picky food preferences or gagging when eating foods of certain 

textures 

 Resisting hugs or sudden touches 

 Feeling that soft touches are too hard 

 Difficulty controlling their emotions 

 Difficulty focusing attention 

 Difficulty adapting responses 

 Behaviour problems 

 

Children who are hyposensitive and experience reduced sensitivity crave 

interaction with the world around them. They may engage more with their 

surroundings to get more sensory feedback. 

 

In fact, this may make them appear hyperactive, when in reality, they may 

simply be trying to make their senses more engaged. 

 

Sensory hyposensitivity may cause: 

 

 A high pain threshold 

 Bumping into walls 

 Touching things 

 Putting things into their mouth 

 Giving bear hugs 

 Crashing into other people or things 

 Not regarding personal space 

 Rocking and swaying 

 

Children, young people who have sensory issues may have an aversion to 

things that overstimulate their senses, such as loud environments, bright 

lights, or intense smells. Or, they may seek out additional stimulation in 

settings that don’t stimulate their senses enough. 

 

 

https://www.healthline.com/health/sensory-overload


  
 

 

Sensory processing is typically divided into eight main types. They can 

include: 

 

Proprioception. Proprioception is the “internal” sense of awareness you 

have for your body. It’s what helps you maintain posture and motor control, 

for example. It also tells you about how you’re moving and occupying 

space. 

 

Vestibular. This term refers to the inner ear spatial recognition. It’s what 

keeps you balanced and coordinated. 

 

Interoception. This is the sense of what’s happening in your body. It may 

be best understood as how you “feel.” This includes whether you feel hot 

or cold and whether you feel your emotions. 

Tactile  

Tactile receptors exist all over our skin and send signals to our brains letting 
us know when we’ve touched something and providing us with information 
about what we’ve touched. Our tactile receptors are responsible for our 

experience of touch, pressure, pain, vibration temperature, and texture. A 
person may be under-responsive (hypo-sensitive and sensory seeking) or 

over-responsive (hypersensitive and sensory avoidant).  

Tactile Under-Responder (Hyposensitive) 

A tactile under-responder has a dulled response to the experience of touch. 

They may bump into things or touch things without awareness of touching 
it. They may also create extra input (so they may fidget and touch things 

frequently to get more tactile input). They may also seek deep pressure as 

a form of sensory input.  

Tactile Under-Responder May:  

 Not notice when touched 

 Have a good sense of pressure (may apply too much) 

 Enjoys roughhousing and play that involves deep pressure (wrestling, 

etc.)  

 Accidentally hurt others (unaware of pressure applied) 

 Seek pressure 

 

 



  
 

 

 Not notice when skin is dirty (may be prone to eat messily and be 
unaware food is on face) 

 Not aware when their nose is running 

 Enjoys fidgeting and touching things around them including toys and 

peers 

 Likes intense temperatures – a hot bath, hot food, chewing on ice 

Strategies for Tactile Under-Responder: 

 Carry fidgets (like Pop It Fidget Toys) with you (quick tactile input 

and gives you something to fidget with) 

 Pressure: Consider constriction clothing (if you like pressure) or a 

weighted vest or weighted lap pad 

 Explore Textures: Explore different textures and mindfully observe 

their differences. For children, encourage exploration of different 

textures and talk about how they feel (nature is a great place to do 

this).  

 Sensory Play: For children, provide messy play opportunities using 
bins and sensory play (water, sensory bins, sand, and kinetic sand, 

leaf piles, water tables, chalk on sidewalk, etc.)  

Tactile Over-Responder (Hypersensitive)  

Tactile over-responders are extra sensitive to touch. They may be labeled 
as overly “sensitive” and “overly reactive.”  

Tactile Over-Responder May:  

 Have strong aversions to touch, clothing tags, certain fabrics, 
button closures 

 Avoid clothing with seams that contact the skin, or foods with 

certain textures 

 Not tolerate stickiness, mess, or dirt on hands 

 Experience difficulty touching specific textures 

 Appear to “over-react” when slightly touched or bumped 

 Be sensitive to temperature changes (and sensitive to heat and 

cold) 

 Have difficulty with grooming (hair care, nail cutting, washing) 

 Experience discomfort with food, facepaint, or makeup on the face 

 

https://amzn.to/3ElC0QY
https://amzn.to/3i0er8Y
https://amzn.to/3ETdf0j


  
 

 

 
 

Strategies for Tactile Over-Responder: 

 Wear sensory-friendly clothing (find your ideal fabric and stick with 
it), remove tags, and find seamless socks 

 Consider bathing over showering, use dry shampoo to give yourself 

a break from hair-washing 

 Communicate with others about body boundaries (have a few pre-

scripted boundaries you can comfortably say, such as “no thank you, 

I am not a hugger” or “please do not touch me, I have sensory 

sensitivities)  

Auditory  

Auditory receptors located in the inner ear identify loud, soft, high, near, 
and far noises. These experiences help us to process the volume, tone, 

pitch, and rhythm of sound. 

https://amzn.to/3tSvrkl
https://amzn.to/3EqgQkN
https://amzn.to/3V0TYQa


  
 

 

Auditory Under-Responders 

Auditory under-responders receive less input from their auditory system 
and seek out additional auditory stimuli.  

Auditory Under-Responder May:  

 Failure to notice sounds 

 Struggle with auditory directions  

 May appear as if they aren’t listening (but they haven’t heard the 

noise)  

 Seeking out intense auditory experiences. 

Strategies for Auditory Under-Responders: 

 May miss subtle sounds, which can make it seem as if they are not 
listening. For children, to get their attention, use visual supports; you 

may need to enter their body space and visually get their attention 

before providing auditory instructions (but be aware of their tactile 
profile as touch may startle them).  



  
 

 Use (or advocate for) visual supports when taking in 

instructions (take notes, draw diagrams, or ask for these things as 
an education or work accommodation)  

 Watch television and movies with subtitles.  

 Ask to audio record medical visits where there will be lots of auditory 

feedback and information provided, or ask your medical provider to 

write out the important details in your After Visit Summary.  

 People may often think you are ignoring them. You can self-advocate 

by communicating about your auditory processing differences. For 

children, you can be aware that if they appear not to be listening, it 

may be due to their auditory differences and not a sign of disrespect.  

Auditory Over-Responders 

Auditory over-responders are sensitive to auditory input and may be “super 

hearers” and can often detect sounds in their environment that others 
cannot. They often have adverse reactions to too many sounds or to certain 
frequencies of sound.  

Auditory Over-Responders May:  

Have negative reactions to a range of auditory inputs 

 Be easily distracted by auditory stimuli 

 Have strong responses to specific types of auditory stimuli. In some 

cases, under-reactivity may lead to failure to notice sounds, or 
seeking out intense auditory experiences. 

How to Support Auditory Over-Responders: 

 Use of sound blockers and sound reducers  

 Reduce unnecessary noise pollution in the environment  

 Consider sound-proofing a space in the house (devices like door noise 

stoppers and sound absorbers can help with this) 

Visual  

Visual stimuli are picked up by visual receptors in the eye and provide 

information about colour contrast, shape, form, and movement. Our visual 
processing system helps us to determine what to pay attention to and 

directs actions and movements in the world.  

Visual Under-Responder (Hyposensitive)  

Visual under-responders may struggle to spot subtle differences in visual 

elements and seek out additional visual stimuli. 

https://amzn.to/3AxQTik
https://amzn.to/3AxQTik
https://amzn.to/3GBddv3


  
 

 Enjoy bright, reflective, or spinning objects or lights 

 Miss objects in competing backgrounds 

 

 

 Find it difficult to name colours, shapes, and sizes  

Strategies for Visual Under-Responder 

 Have items for visual stimulation (lava lamp, water tubes) 

 Reduce visual clutter 

 Create a visual structure to help the brain process information  

Visual Over-Responder (Hypersensitive)  

Visual over-responders are hypersensitive to visual input and often 

experience physical pain (headaches/nausea) due to this.  

Visual Over-Responders May:  

 Avoid visually overwhelming environments. 

 Perform poorly in functional activities that depend on visual 
information processing 

 Be sensitive to bright lights and sunlight 

 Seem scared of moving objects 

 Experience headaches or nausea after continuous visual stimulation. 

 Strategies for Visual Over-Responder: 

 Reduce visual clutter (for example, colour and pattern on walls, 

clutter on counters, etc.)  

 Use dim lights and natural light when possible  

 Take breaks from visual input 

 Uses sunglasses when outside (colour-tainted sunglasses can add 

an additional support) 

 

 

 

 

 

https://amzn.to/3Uiv7WU
https://amzn.to/3tLYB4B
https://amzn.to/3XB2Xcj


  
 

 

 

 

 
 

Gustatory  

Taste is picked up by gustatory receptors in our tongue and linked to our 

olfactory senses (smell). Experiences related to our gustatory system 

include our ability to taste sweet, sour, bitter, salty, and spicy flavours. A 

person with gustatory sensory processing differences may be an under-

responder (sensory seeker) or an over-responder (sensory avoider).  

Gustatory Under-Responders (Sensory Seekers) 

Gustatory under-responses are desensitized to taste and crave more 

stimulation by seeking out strong flavours.  

 



  
 

 

Gustatory Under-Responders May:  

 Enjoy spicy foods and strong flavours 

 Become more alert & engaged after eating a strong flavour 

 Seek out strong and unusual flavours 

 Need constant stimulation (chewing gum, snacking on crunchy foods) 

 Crave specific textures of food (crunchy) 

 Chew, suck or eat inedible objects (may enjoy the taste or texture of 

these items) 

Strategies for Gustatory Under-Responders: 

 Incorporate a variety of foods with new and interesting flavours into 

your diet  

 Drink infused water to make it more interesting (add lemon, orange, 

lime, or berries) 

 Have flavourful gum with you (this may help you to focus)  

 Have snacks with you that are crunchy or chewy.  

 Consider chewelry to provide oral stimulation when not eating 

https://amzn.to/3VdKCjy
https://amzn.to/3TRO9Tv
https://amzn.to/3AzBUUX
https://amzn.to/3gqaie5


  
 

 

 

 Travel will small packets of spices and flavouring 

Gustatory Over-responder (Sensory Avoiders) 

Over-responders have a heightened sensitivity to taste. They tend to be 

avoidant to new flavours and have a narrow diet.  

Gustatory Over-Responders May:  

 Experience a heightened sensitivity to food 

 Eats a limited range of food and has difficulty trying new foods 

 Be specific about temperatures of food (may eat food only near room 

temperature) 

 Avoid social situations (family mealtimes, community gatherings, 
public settings where there is a wide range of novel tastes and smells)  

 Dislike brushing teeth (the taste of toothpaste may be strong).  

 Become anxious at the thought of trying new foods and may have 

physical reactions (gagging) when attempting to try new ones 

 Have difficulty with mixed textures 

Strategies for Gustatory Over-Responders: 

 Incorporate a mellow toothpaste flavour (for children, consider this 

brand). 

 Reduce stress and anxiety by keeping mealtimes calm (offer 

preferred food or “safe foods,” create a calm eating environment, and 
do not coerce the child to eat new foods (this will increase stress and 

anxiety). 

 Create a list of your “safe foods,” when traveling or eating in public, 

bring along some safe food items. 

 Keep your eating environment calm (eating is an intense sensory 
experience for you, so anything you can do to reduce sensory input 

from background sounds, bright lights, etc., will be helpful.  

 Introduce new foods outside of standard meal times. For children, 
create a playful routine around this; for example, you can have a “try 

time” period where a new food is tried (make sure this happens in a 

calm environment where the person is not otherwise sensory 

overloaded and choose a food that is similar to one of their safe 
foods).  

 

https://amzn.to/3XmmZqZ
https://amzn.to/3i3CK5M
https://amzn.to/3i3CK5M


  
 

 

Olfactory  

Smell is processed through ‘Olfactory’ receptors located in the nose. 
Olfactory senses can distinguish between a range of smells. Strong 

memories can also be associated with smell. People with processing 

differences may be under-responsive or over-responsive to smell.  

Olfactory Under-Responders (Sensory Seekers) 

Under-responders have a dulled awareness of smell. The lack of awareness 

may place them in danger as they are less likely to detect toxins in their 
drink, foods, and environment. Increasing olfactory processing can help 

increase their safety.  

Olfactory Under-Respondes May:  

 Not notice strong smells in the environment 

 Be less aware of toxins or when spoiled food 

 Not notice unpleasant odours or drastic changes in smells in their 
environment 

 Smell objects frequently (i.e., lotions, soaps, markers, clothing, 

gasoline, and other strong odours). 

Strategies for Under-Responders (Sensory Seekers) 

For under-responders, it is helpful to encourage and activate more 

processing of the olfactory system by incorporating intentional and 
intense input. The goal is to help them better identify scents (this is 

important to safety, food safety, identifying burned and outdated food, 
etc.). With intentional and intense input, olfactory pricing can be 

improved.  

 Use an essential oil diffuser and try different essential oils  

 Use herbs and spices when cooking (or have an herb garden) 

 Use scented play-dough, scented markers, or stickers (for children) 

 play ‘Guess the Scent’ with safe items like spices, coffee grounds, or 

tea (for children) 

 

 

 

 

https://amzn.to/3Xotj1i
https://amzn.to/3gtzyA7


  
 

 

 

Olfactory Over-Responders (Sensory Avoiders) 

Olfactory over-responders or “super smellers” have a heightened 

sensitivity to smell and can detect subtle shifts in their environment. 

Certain smells can induce strong physical reactions and a sense of illness.  

Olfactory Over-responders May:  

 Have strong reaction to smells in the environment that may be 

unnoticed by others 

 Have physical responses to smells (gagging, nausea, headaches) 

 Refuse certain foods based on smells 

 Be bothered by perfume, cologne, and chemicals 

 Have difficulty with new places due to tolerating the smell 

 



  
 

 

 

 Respond to cleaning, bathroom or cooking smells with nausea or 

complaints of feeling unwell 

Strategies for Olfactory Over-responders 

The best strategy for over-responders is to remove smells in the 
environment that create an adverse reaction (bonus, as you do this, you 

are likely to decrease the toxic load of your household!).  

 Use chemical-free and fragrance-free cleaning products, body 

products, laundry soap, and dryer sheets 

 Avoid perfumes and colognes 

 Empty trash regularly  

 Keep rooms well-ventilated, use an air purifier, and fresh air (i.e., 

open windows) 

 Use preferred scents to mask unpleasant smells 

 When the above options are available, you can block unpleasant 
smells with a mask 

There are also the three "hidden sensory systems," which include the 

vestibular, proprioception, and interoception systems.    

These are internal experiences and impact how we experience our bodies. 

Emergent research has begun looking at how these systems influence our 
sense of body awareness, time, our ability to self-regulate and manage 

emotions. These three hidden systems influence a great deal about how we 
experience our bodies in space.  

Vestibular  

‘Vestibular’ receptors are located in our inner ear and process balance and 
movement. This system helps us to distinguish between speed and 

direction of movement. Posture depends on the signals from the 

vestibular system.  

Vestibular Under-Responder (Hyposensitive) 

A vestibular under-responder receives less input from the vestibular 

system and seeks out additional vestibular stimulation.  

 

 

https://amzn.to/3OysbEg
https://amzn.to/3i2lIoS
https://amzn.to/3TXO40D


  
 

 

Vestibular Under-Responders May:  

 Seek intense or prolonged vestibular stimulation, such as frequent 
rocking, swinging, or other kinds of intense experiences involving 

movement 

 Seek movements such as bouncing or jumping 

 
The 3 Hidden Senses  
 

 

 



  
 

 

Strategies for Vestibular Under-Responder 

 Rhythm, rocking, and swinging helps to self-soothe. Have equipment 
in the home that facilitates vestibular stimulation (rocking chairs, 

trampolines, swings, bouncy toys for younger children etc.)  

Vestibular Over-Responder (HyperSensitive) 

Someone with a hypersensitive vestibular system is overly sensitive to 

vestibular sensitivity and may easily feel sick or anxious when engaged in 

activities that involve movement.  

Vestibular Over-Responder May:  

 Have negative reactions to a wide range of vestibular inputs, such as 
nausea when riding in the backseat of a car 

 Experience anxiety during activities that involve movement through 

space (such as walking downstairs or gentle swinging.  

 Struggle with body control and coordination 

 

 

https://amzn.to/3V40W70
https://amzn.to/3TU87Ny


  
 

 

Strategies for Vestibular Over-Responder:  

 Take it slow on new movement activities 

 Don’t intentionally engage in activities designed to make you dizzy  

 Go at your own pace when walking down stairs or getting on objects 

(for parents, allow your child to get on play equipment and climbing 
structures at their own pace).  

 Request to sit in the front of the vehicle when possible (more prone to 

car sickness) 

Proprioception  

Proprioception receptors are located in muscles and joints of the body and 

provide information about where your body is in space. Our sense of body 
awareness and coordination is impacted by proprioceptive input. The 
system helps to create smooth movement. Responsible for applying the 

"right" amount of pressure. You can read more about how to support 

proprioception differences in children here.  

Proprioception Under-Responders (Proprioceptive-Seekers) 

Proprioceptive under responders receive less sensation from their muscles 
and joints and have more difficulty knowing where their body is in space.  

Proprioception Under-Responder May:  

 Struggle to know how much pressure to apply (make break pencils or 
use too much pressure when shaking someone’s hand) 

 Enjoy jumping, bumping, and crashing into people and objects–
sometimes lack awareness of safety and can be prone to accidents. 

 Prefer rough play and constantly seem to be wrestling with siblings or 

other children. 

 Tend to stand too close to others and touch them without permission. 

 Crave pressure and bear hugs. 

How to Support Proprioception Under-Responders  

 Encourage safe climbing, jumping, and physical contact 

games/activities 

 Provide ample hugs, deep pressure (back massages), physical contact, 
and play when desired 

 



  
 

 

 

 Giving them push/pull/lift chores--chores that require them to move 

objects (bringing in groceries), do yard work, and more 

 Consider incorporating a weighted blanket or weighted lap pad 

 Encourage play that incorporates movement and activities that 

stimulate proprioception 

 

 

Proprioception Over-Responders (Proprioceptive-Avoider) 

Proprioception avoiders are highly sensitive to movement and outside 

input. They are easily overwhelmed by touch and movement. 

https://amzn.to/3PCsf5G
https://amzn.to/3BdySXB


  
 

 

Proprioception Over-Responders May:  

 Avoid physical contact (hugs and other types of contact or pressure) 

 Avoid physical play and appears timid around others 

 Refuse to play around slides, swings, and other playground equipment 

 Become anxious in crowded spaces or when standing close to others 

Strategies for Proprioceptor Over-Responders: 

 Advocate for healthy body boundaries from those around (and for 

parents—model healthy body boundaries and consent by asking for 
consent before touching/hugging) 

 Talking them through movement and what to expect (children) 

 Pressured clothing and weighted vests may help offset the distress of 
unexpected touch  

Interoception  

Receptors on our internal organs are responsible for interoception signals 
that provide information on our internal body and emotional states. 
Experiences: urge to urinate, hunger, temperature, pain, sadness, joy, 

anxiety.  

Interoception Under-Responders (Hypo-sensitive) 

Interoception under-responders experience less signals from their internal 
bodily states. They often lack awareness of the cues their body is giving 

them. They simply aren't getting enough information to process what is 

going on. The standard method for measuring interoception is the heart-
rate detection test (under-responders struggle to accurately identify and 

detect their heartbeat).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://amzn.to/3gBp2H4


  
 

 

 
 

Interoception Under-Responders May:  

 Be unaware of pain and temperature signals 

 Fail to experience hunger and thirst signals 

 Be unaware of the urge to eliminate until it is urgent  

 Have alexithymia (difficulty identifying emotions) 

Strategies for Interoception Under-Responders: 

 Create accommodations to support your body (set alarms to remind 

yourself to eat, drink, use the bathroom, and to take sensory breaks) 

 Engage in exercises aimed to increase interoception awareness (several 

strategies are outlined in my workbook here).  

 Work with an Occupational Therapist (OT) who is trained to work with 
interoception to increase your bodily awareness.  

 

https://neurodivergentinsights.com/neurodivergentstore/p/the-interoception-workbook
https://neurodivergentinsights.com/neurodivergentstore/p/the-interoception-workbook


  
 

 

Interoception Over-Responders 

Interoceptive over-responders have the opposite experience—they have 
heightened experiences of their body signals. They may feel as if they are 

always thirsty, hungry, or feel they have to urinate at the slightest sense 

of fullness in their bladder. They also tend to have heightened pain 
experiences, and pain will last longer. It is common to have frequent 

sicknesses and ailments because the slightest sickness can cause the 

person to feel terrible.  

Over-Responder May:  

 Have heightened awareness of hunger, pain, and thirst signals 

 Feel emotions with more intensity 

 Limp on an ankle for much longer after it's healed (still feels pain 

signals) 

Strategies for Interoception Over-Responders: 

 Over-responders may experience things with so much intensity that 
they struggle to differentiate the different signals. Mindfulness 

practices, yoga, and other exercises that increase body awareness can 
help with differentiation struggles.  

 Working with an OT who is familiar with interoception differences 

 Engaging the vestibular system and proprioceptive system (rocking, 

swinging, heavy lifting tasks) 

 
 
 

SUPPORT FOR SENSORY DIFFICULTIES 

Occupational therapy 

 

An occupational therapist - to do activities in school home and therapists 

may also work with a child’s teacher/parent to better support their 

sensory needs in the classroom and home. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

https://www.instagram.com/neurodivergent_insights/
https://www.instagram.com/neurodivergent_insights/
http://www.linkedin.com/in/megan-anna-neff
http://www.linkedin.com/in/megan-anna-neff

