
SMALL changes can make a BIG difference.

Sensory-Friendly

Modifications

For the Dental Office

Many patients—especially those with autism, ADHD, anxiety, sensory processing

disorders, developmental disabilities, or trauma histories—experience heightened

sensitivity in a traditional dental environment. A sensory-friendly dental office uses

simple, intentional tools to reduce sensory overload, support regulation, and create

a more welcoming atmosphere. 

This document highlights practical products and modifications that dental teams

can implement to improve patient comfort, cooperation, and overall experience.

Understanding Sensory Needs in Dental Care

Dental settings contain multiple sensory triggers:

Supporting sensory needs involves offering alternatives, reducing overstimulation,

and giving patients tools to regulate themselves. 

Type Cause

Smell Disinfectants, scented products, perfumes

Auditory (sound) Handpiece noise, suction, overhead music

Visual Bright lights, fast movements, sharp instruments

Tactile (feel) Textures, seating, tools in the mouth, cold temperatures

Taste Gloves, toothpaste, flavored products

One simple step is to start using the My Dental Care Passport. This tool helps patients and

dental providers prepare for a successful visit. Patients fill it out before their appointment,

sharing helpful information about communication needs, mobility, sensory sensitivities, and

past dental experiences. With this insight, you can make modifications in advance, reducing

sensory challenges and easing anxiety. SMALL changes can make a BIG difference.

START HERE: My Dental Care Passport

Patients and their caretakers can print off the document or fill it out online and email it to

your office. You can find more information about it here.  

https://pathwaystooralhealth.org/my-dental-care-passport/
https://pathwaystooralhealth.org/my-dental-care-passport/


You can equip one operatory with these objects, or you can have an office sensory toolkit to

take into the operatory.  

Patients might have some of these tools at home. Ask patients if they have their own

comfort items they would like to bring.

Low-Cost Sensory Modifications  

Smell Modifications Items

Scent Reduction

Air purifiers to minimize strong chemical odors

Unscented or hypoallergenic cleaning products

Calming Aromatherapy

Lavender or chamomile diffusers in low

concentrations

Aromatherapy stickers to place on dental bib

There are many different ways you can make the dental office a sensory friendly

environment. Modifications can make a big difference in the success of an appointment.

Some modifications cost nothing, some require a small investment, and others involve larger

changes.

Modifications

During treatment

Consistency with provider and room

Give clear, simple instructions using

positive language

Provide breaks; patient-paced care

Cue before each step (tell-show-do)

Ask for permission before moving patient

Provide positive reinforcement

Use adjustable headlamps instead of

overhead light

Rhythmic counting/tapping when using

loud tools

Before providing treatment

Greet patient by name

Greet patient before donning PPE 

Speak directly to patient

Collaborate with caregivers and care

providers (OT, PT, care team)

Schedule patient during less busy times

Desensitizing appointment prior to care

Use person-centered language

Limit perfumes or scented lotions among

staff

Provide a quiet section of the waiting room

No Cost Modifications

Auditory (sound) Modifications Items

Sound Reduction Tools
Noise-reducing headphone to block equipment

noise

Auditory Distraction Options

White-noise machines placed in operatories or

waiting areas

Personalized music playlists

Radio with headphones

https://www.amazon.com/s?k=air+purifier&crid=1LKFE6DOY64ER&sprefix=air+pur%2Caps%2C166&ref=nb_sb_ss_p13n-expert-pd-ops-ranker_2_7
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=calm+essential+oils+for+diffuser&crid=FBVITE82QHU2&sprefix=calm+oils+for+dif%2Caps%2C216&ref=nb_sb_ss_p13n-expert-pd-ops-ranker_1_17
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=oil+difuser&crid=PZ3BIJ35UR2P&sprefix=oil+difuse%2Caps%2C164&ref=nb_sb_noss_2
https://www.amazon.com/Aroma-Stickers-For-Masks-Essential-Oil/dp/B0B9G9361Y?th=1
https://pathwaystooralhealth.org/my-dental-care-passport/
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=noise+cancelling+headphones&crid=34ZYL933QNWIA&sprefix=noise+cancelling+headphone%2Caps%2C180&ref=nb_sb_noss_2
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=noise+machine&crid=SUUC3HGH8NDV&sprefix=noise+machin%2Caps%2C179&ref=nb_sb_noss_2
https://open.spotify.com/album/580eyi4nQy7mDnFyeVEGXS?si=XFP0ljMuT3aKEiwKcj_Mig
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=radio+with+headphones&crid=2SMUXBYCPFIVN&sprefix=radio+with+headphones%2Caps%2C166&ref=nb_sb_noss_1


Visual Modifications Items

Calming Visual Distractions

Offer sunglasses or comfortable eye masks

Twinkle lights/colored lights/warm lights

Tablets/TV with soothing videos, guided breathing

apps, shows/movies, timers, social stories

Ceiling projectors displaying calming images/lights

Wall and ceiling art with nature or neutral themes

Tactile Modifications Items

Comfort Items

Weighted blankets, weighted stuffed animals, or

lead apron for pressure input

Therapressure brush with the Wilbarger protocol

or firm, deep pressure massage of joints, facial

muscles, upper extremeties

Fidget tools for waiting room or chair use

Stress balls to squeeze during difficult moments

Seating Accomodations

Chair cushions for extra back, knee, head support 

Dyna Discs for active sitting 

Comfort-Focused Tools

Silicone-coated mouth mirrors that feel less cold

Pre-warmed instruments and water

Child-sized mouth mirrors and probes 

Blankets, heaters, or fans to adjust operatory

temperature

Taste Modifications Items

Alternative Flavors

Flavor choice options for all flavored products 

Unflavored prophy paste 

Unflavored fluoride

https://optimusdentalsupply.com/nwi-eye-mask-nylon-black-500-cs/?srsltid=AfmBOor9YTj1eDlsAj-LdikKPM9yFGJFOO-sWgCz_T3A9wa_wtn6EI1l
https://www.amazon.com/Ariceleo-Operated-Christmas-Centerpiece-Decoration/dp/B07S3R6MKJ/ref=sr_1_17?crid=3IXP2LKJ73FVG&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.DkWoc9oFJmED-qg4ojqjXWgg4Vz3v_Qo0im1h_dNXtpqP8iW9SQAzqw0n0UQY9ib5DfgpKB-bR-_RDVMw8PAzK4wCrSPocRt_bRu6t4h2GQihM0ewbyZZ1lqkyPH__svOakLu5SSYGNzE-cepgkl_aBX_Dcc9ptqZEPMNCriJHJ0Qr14ubTL340wJCjjFkSs_hlT9L-6U-GLcn_Ycg83z9Abe48BjZ-ZKlTuusdJ5tSftYTcc4_J8EITL_zsaaZshcUNofkBhATn49vNTQy3ivKxmsKNgQn2tdE3gAK_A98.nXIrXjtrpmAXUS0-rH638VBHNeO9XVhhzabWwrO8Rmc&dib_tag=se&keywords=twinkle%2Blights&qid=1764814209&sprefix=twinkle%2Blight%2Caps%2C169&sr=8-17&th=1
https://www.amazon.com/Christmas-Multicolor-Connectable-Waterproof-Decorations/dp/B0DCW72M5F/ref=sr_1_42?crid=33WPKX7V5RR7H&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.ijlajeNrqHAwv29Ir4YNT9ajtXXY5n_B3MtX7vChIuytv5AntG_SD5TEaZdrO_D_qdxL5ua0eHYU9RtHMbpI6Sm4C-mOvsAWdKzFEpKinTIbpVQ8oNbGaEdVaItt6InfC_oVARm7Gu6z-c9bprOFS0yplfSsF1G5M_kyfsJmfSEfx74CpdkgGb4iwCI-yrQ9SX2CXFkdcRkoI0Nzcaz1CEKVIhbTS0QKs954f6D8-R_o9NS57INbamsmCzvlL9pX4X16QhDblt_6H-GfJSXvCXeoq_ez8gv8MAFnumkiJKM.l7RjIowoNE2KUJtwqTUKVWGO8ry37gFBOsU7FJxGPvA&dib_tag=se&keywords=colored%2Bpatio%2Blights%2Bfor%2Bindoor&qid=1764814152&sprefix=colored%2Bpatio%2Blights%2Bfor%2Bindoo%2Caps%2C154&sr=8-42&th=1
https://www.amazon.com/JMEXSUSS-Connectable-Christmas-Waterproof-Classroom/dp/B0CGHVJCCK/ref=sr_1_1_sspa?crid=3IXP2LKJ73FVG&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.DkWoc9oFJmED-qg4ojqjXWgg4Vz3v_Qo0im1h_dNXtpqP8iW9SQAzqw0n0UQY9ib5DfgpKB-bR-_RDVMw8PAzK4wCrSPocRt_bRu6t4h2GQihM0ewbyZZ1lqkyPH__svOakLu5SSYGNzE-cepgkl_aBX_Dcc9ptqZEPMNCriJHJ0Qr14ubTL340wJCjjFkSs_hlT9L-6U-GLcn_Ycg83z9Abe48BjZ-ZKlTuusdJ5tSftYTcc4_J8EITL_zsaaZshcUNofkBhATn49vNTQy3ivKxmsKNgQn2tdE3gAK_A98.nXIrXjtrpmAXUS0-rH638VBHNeO9XVhhzabWwrO8Rmc&dib_tag=se&keywords=twinkle%2Blights&qid=1764814209&sprefix=twinkle%2Blight%2Caps%2C169&sr=8-1-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9hdGY&th=1
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=light+projector&crid=26285HVMRC138&sprefix=light+project%2Caps%2C252&ref=nb_sb_noss_2
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=weight+blanket&crid=3HEBOUS9JXEJ2&sprefix=weight+blanke%2Caps%2C177&ref=nb_sb_noss_2
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=weighted+stuffed+animal&crid=1K2227QWCVX6R&sprefix=weighted+stuffed+animal%2Caps%2C157&ref=nb_sb_noss_1
https://www.amazon.com/Sensory-Brush-Bag-of-3/dp/B0071F1LUK/ref=sr_1_5?crid=21QE931FHS4A3&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.ysN8qM-wMyuQ_J6tyX2BPbNfi92VzFZNYYAOhnbmhznBzXNd4-X3F7rhVOuIT41QKjtX_dNvXt9V2EapKdQjXRb6sZUrhlxypwXea8VvHGGWpHgIPxCmzCnKH8jC45t7k6WF8l3Jeb6BNfzpc65jBQZt6y8emaY0P_XZw_rn_0py_mgtB9RbcVfI5ae6q6b6R2kvWXDncEDgrPE2hmPRWnERBqi-eVcReL7ZJxaLwMIy19gIDf6NTzAxk2hDSbmWghFe72OnVqTwRWAwI5ZGCLfRGjlvKwrBmpF_tNygH-8dU9WxeW_2esOyYNjUqyo2uKeOfZvNBur5zLAbNr-LCpLgWVFEyZLD-EIgeOtenF0.3kgmF6vh7L_oWJ79Z6OrVEpS0EjalxUHIP0IUYb20z0&dib_tag=se&keywords=wilbarger%2Bbrush&qid=1742498346&s=hpc&sprefix=wilbarger%2Bbrush%2Chpc%2C126&sr=1-5&th=1
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=fidgets&crid=2BB3UF7GA4PCI&sprefix=fi%2Caps%2C441&ref=nb_sb_noss_2
https://www.amazon.com/Schylling-NeeDoh-Sensory-Squeeze-Squish/dp/B0DR7MLG17/ref=sr_1_10?crid=29HTX4OAX13XL&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.YPpI5-H21yFnxJZVQZaAn456gjWh8tScr5ygGuZtr_bzL4tQJ6uVoSCw-WwdWPCmgrXAYi8TmDL2qS1NT_3A7bvBxixy9BgceUZdi0The78Oct5cy-fsju5oCN0QBtZVqLa2rIuGvZiCEKl097RhGxU41UEuop4NgXlGFjzi1eQcFnKWx_42g-S_ETgzCyu4uDLXef-v0svrO0tzqgqoway8MuU6wkg5WiFEljrEGkAeIE5env4SR_NjerBVIWbLkzKUF3JjmvlENkIlcsB96GVa3zrj_0NaI8pwcAe-9ek.NqwKwnmf88YDFgqQKqaXgsgzydmbCB12YtxeqjrssC4&dib_tag=se&keywords=stress%2Bball&qid=1764813606&sprefix=stress%2Bball%2Caps%2C165&sr=8-10&th=1
https://apexdentalexpress.com/collections/mediposture-dental-chair-cushions-made-in-the-usa
https://www.amazon.com/dyna-disc/s?k=dyna+disc
https://www.net32.com/ec/crystal-hd-mouth-mirror-4-soft-grip-d-135741?vid=130&frt=30&n32_campaign=19597935036&net32_source=google&net32_medium=cpc&net32_type=shopping&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=19597935036&gbraid=0AAAAADyk8s1LN6RrVDfdYybOMkBKZfk-P&gclid=CjwKCAiA3L_JBhAlEiwAlcWO58wucurjeHOxzctfKTU0_z7NYfDZZg7Swo72MZZorFNtoOPahaUXlRoCMRYQAvD_BwE
https://www.amazon.com/Sensory-Brush-Bag-of-3/dp/B0071F1LUK/ref=sr_1_5?crid=21QE931FHS4A3&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.ysN8qM-wMyuQ_J6tyX2BPbNfi92VzFZNYYAOhnbmhznBzXNd4-X3F7rhVOuIT41QKjtX_dNvXt9V2EapKdQjXRb6sZUrhlxypwXea8VvHGGWpHgIPxCmzCnKH8jC45t7k6WF8l3Jeb6BNfzpc65jBQZt6y8emaY0P_XZw_rn_0py_mgtB9RbcVfI5ae6q6b6R2kvWXDncEDgrPE2hmPRWnERBqi-eVcReL7ZJxaLwMIy19gIDf6NTzAxk2hDSbmWghFe72OnVqTwRWAwI5ZGCLfRGjlvKwrBmpF_tNygH-8dU9WxeW_2esOyYNjUqyo2uKeOfZvNBur5zLAbNr-LCpLgWVFEyZLD-EIgeOtenF0.3kgmF6vh7L_oWJ79Z6OrVEpS0EjalxUHIP0IUYb20z0&dib_tag=se&keywords=wilbarger%2Bbrush&qid=1742498346&s=hpc&sprefix=wilbarger%2Bbrush%2Chpc%2C126&sr=1-5&th=1


Communication & Behavioral 

Modifications
Items

Communication Tools

“First-Then” visual boards to prepare for each

task

Choice cards giving the patient control (e.g., “pick

flavor,” “pick music”)

Visual schedules that show pictures of each visit

step

Procedure step cards that patients can view

during care

Visual timers that show how long each step will

last

White board with a marker

Behavioral Modifications
Emotion-regulation cards to help kids express

needs

Waiting Room Modifications Items

Comfort seating options like beanbags or soft

chairs

Coloring books, fidget bins, or activity boards

Install dimmable lighting or replace harsh fluorescent lights with soft LED lighting.

Use noise-reducing materials such as acoustic ceiling tiles, wall panels, or carpets to

lower ambient noise.

Create a designated sensory-friendly room or quiet space for patients who need a calm

area before or after treatment.

Use quieter tools or slow-speed alternatives when possible to reduce noise and vibration.

Modifications that go the extra mile

If your office is already doing the steps above and you are looking for additional ways to

make your space more sensory-friendly, here are some larger modifications to consider.

Bringing it all together
Becoming a sensory-friendly dental office does not require expensive renovations. Many

practices begin by selecting a few low-cost products—such as headphones, fidgets, and

visual schedules—and gradually expand their toolkit. Consistency is key: when patients

know the environment is predictable and accommodating, trust grows quickly.

https://autismclassroomresources.com/visual-schedule-series-first-then/
https://tse2.mm.bing.net/th/id/OIP.MB4So9AJcxWHjZO3fz6IBwAAAA?cb=ucfimg2&ucfimg=1&rs=1&pid=ImgDetMain&o=7&rm=3
https://cdhdental.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Visual-Schedule-for-a-Trip-to-the-Dentist.pdf
https://www.etsy.com/listing/1205542571/autism-dentist-visit-visual-aid-booklet?gpla=1&gao=1&&utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=shopping_us_ps-d-toys_and_games&utm_custom1=_k_CjwKCAiA3L_JBhAlEiwAlcWO59Qgl5TqUkjQQLcP6Bt1PX8Xd8JIbsXsR1n2IQJ1k02P1bchwP77gRoCkEAQAvD_BwE_k_&utm_content=go_21791666337_169566861558_716586688974_pla-314535279060_c__1205542571_510184280&utm_custom2=21791666337&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=21791666337&gbraid=0AAAAADtcfRLpDRYVxJmisR7tvgo1D2433&gclid=CjwKCAiA3L_JBhAlEiwAlcWO59Qgl5TqUkjQQLcP6Bt1PX8Xd8JIbsXsR1n2IQJ1k02P1bchwP77gRoCkEAQAvD_BwE
https://www.amazon.com/Classroom-Timers-Teachers-Magnetic-Digital/dp/B07RPT4LFN/ref=sr_1_2_sspa?crid=3SSYAWEY7KGV0&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.r4R3YLD2xwzAbQP_AV3_LN1lpMkDm7Vvfgiv_j4wtOudz_LQA-v1HdLMCA69zXBvjSasBoRK37cvfftfpvjcDvJ1JMjymoyw_TBT7ybg_m96Q6M_4Vs8cDaKofQOegkpyYi3jt8Y4zG6hiXwKDztAMmOylwDkK9RVV4ZGbDPiTQpZVFmyV91BqujRIz6pfxfrhvhhuKt7TaaQunJ-rM10G4o5OOCYf6SNATn5E0zsbzHrVlk9cE6j6-oSoyKc4CglEg5Oq_HSF6F2RG_XLvtOgHvvs7BO7bCWNC_OZETyVI.n_HwChbxIXbGmwZC39A_wgzAnDMKj9ZGSblfzTSWP9g&dib_tag=se&keywords=timer&qid=1764814770&sprefix=tim%2Caps%2C194&sr=8-2-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9hdGY&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Mr-Erase-Board-Black-Marker/dp/B08L45NSRM/ref=sr_1_8?crid=9OV4TU7NXGG&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.aaOs-d4cNx_4hDyT-oceQxyADDB0fRGLi0VyV6uaOZbgqo_5sHTSJQo422Q2gXznsmbWXu6S_b28CTLjmMhGV4p3KNZBq2Arm1mmx6llTcFdmTGwx9Gv5umuUKI32TUdF8WYSH_-GngZWOmR6p6kzHHXAoStCXua8AXvsmRlc2L5LpetEgZ7Aj62LCo4TsZpQHOMyVRuN0m-xbelxoli-qeqozO7Hh0zydq7WEx1yAZGPZMuDSY3701tFpJK7MhuVtkGHgDwEPrpZR1QGJKYInM2Xl2Ry0Y-wc74E-gFWc8._olPpvFvy9B2uf63LfrI0slGtjSvYlWjTCxpu9lQh4c&dib_tag=se&keywords=little+white+board&qid=1764882640&sprefix=little+white+board%2Caps%2C131&sr=8-8

