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TIPS FOR NAIL CUTTING 

The majority of children who have sensory issues find it difficult to cope with having their 

nails cut as the touch sensors for some children with autism or sensory issues can be very 

sensitive.  

This can often be a very stressful experience for both the parent and child. The key as 

always is to think “preparation” before you begin:- 

This means preparing them:- 

 Cognitively - informing them about what is going to happen; use visuals if needed or 

a social story. Agree with them what you are going to do e.g. if you say we are only 

going to cut one nail today then stick to it, don’t try more.  

 Emotionally – choose a time when they are calm and ready; don’t rush them and 

don’t force the issue.  

 Physically – get them used to deep pressure touch down their arms and hands and 

legs and feet before you begin.  

The idea is to practice and take small steps. Even if you only manage one nail in a day, 

maybe you can do 2 the next? The following are some strategies that can assist in making 

this activity less stressful for both you and you’re child.  

 Whenever possible massage the child’s hands and feet prior to cutting the nails: 

apply gentle but firm pressure around their elbow, wrist and finger joints. (Avoid 

light touch). Do the same for the ankle and toes. This can help to reduce sensitivity.  

 If your child can not tolerate you touching them try a bath scrunch or cloth and 

encourage them to rub firmly around their hands and feet, particularly the nail area, 

themselves. Giving them some control will reduce some of the anxiety.  

 Encourage them to use a squeeze sensory tool to push their fingers and toes into. 

 Make sure that your child is sitting in a comfortable supportive chair or feeling safe 

and comfortable before you start.  

 If your child is young and can tolerate it sit them on your lap with your arm around 

them. This will provide some added deep pressure and help them feel in a calm alert 

state. 

 Think about the environment. Don’t attempt cutting if there is a lot of other family 

activity going on. They may feel more comfortable on their bed in the bedroom. 

Maybe they like music or visual calming light displays to help keep them calm.  

 You could try having them watch their favourite programme as a distraction. But it is 

always best to ensure they know what is happening. Be aware that tricking or 

surprising them may lead to further future anxiety and distrust. 

 It is best to trim the nails after a bath or shower when they are softer.  
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 Use good quality nail clippers that work well and aren’t too big for your child’s 

fingers. 

 Hold their finger or toe firmly between your thumb and index finger applying a little 

pressure so it triggers less sensitivity.  

 When you cut the nails always make sure that you leave a white edge rather than 

cutting them right up to the skin.  

 Provide your child with a favourite toy, fiddle toy to distract them from what is 

happening.  

 Try not to prolong the activity, and maybe cut one hand/foot at a time. Even just one 

or two fingers if that’s all they can cope with in one session. Stop the activity if your 

child is getting really distressed.  

 If your child has very low tolerance you could try cutting their nails whilst they are 

asleep. 


