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The prevention of infection is a major priority in all healthcare and everyone has a part to play.
•	 Please decontaminate your hands frequently for 20 seconds using soap and water or alcohol gel if available
•	 If you have symptoms of diarrhoea and/or vomiting, cough or other respiratory symptoms, a temperature 

or any loss of taste or smell please do not visit the hospital or any other care facility and seek advice  
from 111

•	 Keep the environment clean and tidy
•	 Let’s work together to keep infections out of our hospitals and care homes.
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Desensitisation Exercises
Occupational Therapy & Physiotherapy

Who is this leaflet for?
This leaflet is for patients who have been advised to carry out exercises to reduce hypersensitivity 
after hand injury or surgery.

What is hypersensitivity?
The skin can become over sensitive to touch following an injury or surgery. This is due to the release 
of chemicals around the site of tissue damage or inflammation.

These chemicals stimulate the pain receptors in the skin which then send messages to the brain. This 
can make the skin feel oversensitive.

How can I treat hypersensitivity?
Pain and light touch travel on the same nerve pathway. Deep pressure travels on a separate 
pathway. Deep pressure overrides pain and light touch, so by rubbing the skin firmly we reduce our 
perception of pain, tickle and itch. 

To see how this works, try the following: tickle your arm very lightly, then rub it firmly, and tickle it 
again as before. It should feel less sensitive the second time.

The worst thing you can do is to avoid touching the sensitive area. 

Try and use the hand as normally as possible.

Exercises must be done regularly and perseverance is required for them to be effective. They will 
cause some discomfort, but should not be too painful.

Desensitisation should start with pressure, vibration and percussion and then move on to friction / 
textures (see next page).

For the exercises to be effective you should spend a total of 90 minutes a day carrying out the 
techniques. Try and do two sessions a day.
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Desensitisation Exercises 
1.	 Pressure

•	 Use a firm clean brush such as a nail brush or a tooth brush

•	 Brush slowly and very firmly across the sensitive area for 2-3 minutes

•	 Avoid brushing your skin if it is damp (e.g. when sweaty or after a bath) as the brushing will not 
be smooth.

2.	 Vibration

•	 Use a mini-massager or an electric tooth brush.

•	 Apply directly over the sensitive area and apply vibration for 5 minutes at a time.

3.	 Percussion

•	 Tap lightly on the area of your hand that is tender with your finger tip or the blunt end of a 
pencil

•	 Find the spot that is most tender

•	 Note the time and begin to tap rapidly (2-3 times a second), lightly and continuously on the most 
tender area

•	 Keep tapping without a break for 3 minutes or until you notice the feeling in the area changes. 
The area may feel numb or a little less tender

•	 Take a 5 minute break and then begin again. You may now find that a different area is now the 
tenderest spot.

4.	 Friction

•	 Find scraps of varying textured materials around the house e.g. cotton wool, clothes, towel, fur 
fabric, velcro, plastics, papers

•	 Order the textures according to how much discomfort they cause when rubbed against the 
sensitive area

•	 Begin with the least irritable texture and start outside of the area of sensitivity. Rub the texture 
against the skin until it becomes numb. Gradually work towards the area of greatest sensitivity

•	 Also try putting your hand in a container filled with different textured materials e.g uncooked 
rice grains, raw pasta, clean gravel and moving the hand around in the material. To make this 
more interesting you can place other items in the containers and try to find them e.g. buttons, 
beads.

Are there any precautions or side-effects for this therapy?
It is normal for you to feel strange sensations in your hand whilst carrying out these exercises – this 
is evidence that they are working! However if you experience severe discomfort, pain or any other 
worrying symptoms please stop the exercises and speak to your therapist.

Who can I contact if I have any concerns or questions about 
desensitisation?

If you have concerns about any aspect of this technique please speak to the therapist in charge of 
your care.

Name of therapist:..............................................................................

Contact telephone number: ..............................................................

Out of hours / emergency contact details:........................................
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