Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) – Fact Sheet
What is PDA?
· PDA is a profile within the autism spectrum.
· It is characterised by extreme anxiety-driven avoidance of everyday demands and expectations.
· Children with PDA often use social strategies to resist, such as distraction, excuses, or withdrawal.
· The behaviour is not about being “naughty” or “defiant” — it is a response to overwhelming anxiety.

Key Characteristics
· High demand avoidance: Everyday requests (e.g., “put on your shoes”) may trigger resistance.
· Use of social strategies: Negotiating, distraction, or refusal to avoid tasks.
· Intolerance of uncertainty: Struggles with changes, transitions, or unpredictability.
· Intense emotions: Sudden outbursts, meltdowns, or shutdowns.
· Surface sociability: Can appear socially confident but may struggle with deeper social understanding.
· Obsessive interests: Strong focus on particular topics, often linked to sense of control.

Impact on Children in School
· Learning: Resistance to tasks, even enjoyable ones, can affect progress.
· Relationships: Difficulty with authority figures, but may mask difficulties around peers.
· Anxiety: High levels of stress in structured settings such as classrooms.
· Behaviour: May appear oppositional or disruptive when demands are not managed carefully.
· Attendance: Some children may struggle with school refusal due to overwhelming demands.

Support Strategies
· Low-demand approaches: Phrase requests indirectly (e.g., “I wonder if we could…” instead of “Do this now”).
· Choice and control: Offer options to give the child a sense of autonomy.
· Reduce pressure: Avoid unnecessary demands; break tasks into manageable steps.
· Build trust: Focus on relationships before learning.
· Predictability and preparation: Use visual timetables, advance warnings for changes, and clear routines.
· Collaborative problem-solving: Involve the child in planning their support.
· Flexibility in school: Allow different ways to demonstrate learning (e.g., orally, through projects, or with technology).

Strengths of Children with PDA
· Often creative and imaginative, especially in role-play.
· Strong ability to negotiate, problem-solve, and think flexibly in areas of interest.
· May show deep knowledge in specific topics.
· When supported, can develop resilience and thrive in environments that respect their needs.

