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Understanding Pathological
Demand Avoidance
What is PDA?

Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) is a profile on the autism spectrum that is characterized by
an extreme resistance to everyday demands and expectations. Unlike other forms of autism, where
repetitive behaviors and communication difficulties are more prominent, PDA is distinguished by
a pervasive and often intense avoidance of demands, rooted in high anxiety and a need to
control. This resistance can manifest in various ways, from outright refusal and withdrawal to more
subtle strategies like distraction and negotiation.

Children with PDA often appear sociable and can engage in sophisticated social interactions, which
may mask their underlying difficulties. However, this apparent sociability can be misleading as these
children may still struggle with genuine social understanding and interaction. Their need for
control is driven by an overwhelming sense of anxiety that can be triggered by seemingly
simple requests or routine tasks. This anxiety can cause them to experience severe stress, leading
to a range of behaviors aimed at avoiding demands, which can sometimes be misinterpreted as

defiance or oppositional behavior.

Recognizing and understanding PDA is crucial for parents, teachers, and caregivers, as traditional
approaches to parenting, teaching, and support often prove ineffective or counterproductive.
Effective strategies for supporting a child with PDA involve creating a low-demand environment,
using indirect language, offering choices, and building a trusting relationship. By tailoring approaches
to meet the unique needs of children with PDA, we can help them manage their anxiety, gain a sense
of control, and thrive both at home and in educational settings.

Symptoms of PDA:

Children with PDA may display the following behaviors and traits:

 Extreme avoidance of demands: They might refuse, withdraw, or escape to avoid demands,
sometimes using sophisticated social strategies to do so. (E.g:, using distraction, excuses,
negotiations, or other strategies to avoid complying with demands.)



* High levels of anxiety: Simple demands can cause severe anxiety, often leading to a fight,
flight, or freeze response. This anxiety can feel overwhelming, similar to claustrophobia.

* Rigid need for control: Their behaviors are often driven by a need to control their
environment to mitigate their anxiety.

* Intense emotional responses: They might have frequent and intense mood swings, often
reacting dramatically to minor requests.

Some children with PDA also have the following traits:

* Role play and fantasy: They may immerse themselves in role play and fantasy worlds, using
these as coping mechanisms

* Difficulty with social understanding: Despite appearing sociable, they might struggle with
deeper social interactions and understanding;

* Restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior: They often have specific interests and engage in
repetitive activities, which is common in autism.

* Unique sensory experiences: They may have different sensitivities related to sight, smell, taste,
touch, hearing, and internal senses such as hunger or thirst.

Why do simple demands cause
severe anxiety?

For a child with Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA), even the simplest demands can trigger
severe anxiety due to a combination of factors. A primary reason is the loss of control; simple
requests can make the child feel as if they are losing autonomy, which heightens their anxiety. This
sense of being out of control can lead to panic and a strong desire to avoid the demand.
Additionally, children with PDA often have a deep-seated fear of failure. They worry that they
cannot meet the expectations placed on them, which can cause them to panic and resist even more.
It is critical to understand that even simple, small requests cause a full-blown panic attack.

Sensory sensitivities also play a significant role in this anxiety. Requests that involve sensory
experiences, such as putting on clothes or eating certain foods, can be particularly overwhelming for
these children. The cumulative nature of demands adds another layer of difficulty. Multiple small
requests throughout the day can build up, leading to an overwhelming sense of overload and
increased anxiety.

Internal demands, such as hunger or the need to use the bathroom, can also be anxiety-inducing;
The child's heightened awareness of these internal states can make it difficult to respond to external
demands, compounding their stress. Understanding these underlying reasons helps in recognizing
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that the child's avoidance behaviors are not deliberate defiance but are rooted in profound anxiety
and a need to regain a sense of control.

Why is PDA often
misdiagnosed?

Identifying Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) can be particularly challenging due to several
factors. One primary issue is the significant overlap in symptoms with other conditions. For
instance, the behaviors associated with PDA often resemble those seen in Oppositional Defiant
Disorder (ODD), Conduct Disorder (CD), or various anxiety disorders. This similarity can lead to
misdiagnosis, as healthcare professionals may attribute the demand-avoidant behaviors to these
other conditions rather than recognizing them as part of a PDA profile. Additionally, children with
PDA often engage in masking behaviors, where they hide their difficulties and conform to expected
behaviors in certain settings, such as school. This ability to mask can make it harder for professionals
to observe the full extent of the child's struggles, leading to missed or incorrect diagnoses.

Moreover, there is a general lack of awareness and understanding of PDA among many healthcare
professionals, educators, and caregivers. This gap in knowledge means that the unique characteristics
of PDA are not always recognized, and the focus may be placed on surface behaviors rather than
underlying causes. Behaviors such as extreme avoidance can be misunderstood as willful defiance or
oppositionality, especially when observed without context.

Parenting strategies for children
with PDA:

When supporting a child with Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA), it is crucial to avoid
traditional disciplinary approaches that rely on strict rules, punishments, and rewards. These
methods can increase anxiety and resistance, making situations worse. Avoid using direct and
inflexible commands, as these can trigger a strong fight, flight, or freeze response. Refrain from
interpreting avoidance behaviors as deliberate defiance or laziness, and do not impose rigid routines
or high expectations that do not account for the child's need for control and flexibility. Lastly, do not
ignore the child's anxiety or dismiss their feelings; understanding and empathy are key to effectively
supporting a child with PDA.

Supporting a child with Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) requires a nuanced approach that
focuses on reducing anxiety and providing a sense of control. Adopting flexible, empathetic, and
collaborative methods can help create a more supportive environment for your child.
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Here are some strategies that parents and caregivers can use to help manage their child's PDA:

* Pick Your Battles: Focus on essential demands and let go of less critical ones. Prioritize what
truly matters and be prepared to compromise on less important issues.

* Use Indirect Language: Frame requests in a way that doesn’t feel like direct commands. For
example, instead of saying "Put yout shoes on," you might say, “The shoes ate on the mat for
you, I’m happy to help if you need it” Using language like “I wonder whether...,” “Let’s see
if....” or “That’s not possible right now” (for denying requests).

* Offer Choices: Providing options can give your child a sense of control. Simple choices, like
selecting between two activities or choosing their clothes, can make a big difference.

* Build Trust: Establish a trusting relationship by showing understanding and empathy.
Recognize and validate your child's feelings and experiences.

* Be Flexible: Be ready to adapt plans and routines based on your child's current capacity for
demands. Flexibility helps in reducing pressure and anxiety.

¢ Use Humor and Distraction: Lighten the mood with jokes or divert attention to ease the
situation. Making tasks fun can often help in getting them done. Turning tasks into a game is a
strategy that works for many children.

* Collaborate and Negotiate: Work together with your child to find mutually acceptable
solutions. Engage them in problem-solving and make them feel involved in decision-making.

* Recognize and Reduce Anxiety: Be aware of triggers and try to minimize them. Create a calm
and predictable environment to help your child feel more secure.

* Plan Ahead: Anticipate potential challenges and prepare strategies in advance. Having a plan B
can help manage unexpected difficulties and reduce stress.

You may want to see more strategies available online at PDAsociety.org.uk. This site also has an
incredible amount of information for teachers and other school officials.

Conclusion

Understanding PDA is crucial for providing the right support to children who exhibit this profile. By
recognizing the unique challenges and needs of these children, parents, teachers, and caregivers can
adopt strategies that help reduce anxiety, build trust, and create a supportive environment where the
child can thrive. If you suspect your child may have PDA, seeking a professional evaluation and
support can be an important step in understanding and managing this complex condition.
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