
 

 

A Simple Guide to Understanding Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) 
Across the Lifespan 

By Dr. Huffman, Neurodivergent Neuropsychologist and Fellow PDA’er 

Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) is conceptualized as a profile on the autism spectrum 
characterized by an extreme avoidance of everyday demands and expectations due to high anxiety 
and drive for autonomy. While there is no official diagnosis of PDA in the United States currently, 
understanding an individual through the lens of PDA can make a significant difference to their 
overall well-being at home, school, or work. Here’s a breakdown of PDA in terms that we hope are 
friendly for parents, educators, and adults: 

Key Characteristics of PDA 

1. Demand Avoidance: 

• What It Means: Individuals with PDA often go to great lengths to avoid everyday 
demands and expectations, such as getting dressed or completing work tasks. 

• Why It Happens: This avoidance is driven by high levels of anxiety. The individual 
feels overwhelmed by the demand and reacts by trying to escape it. 

2. Social Strategies: 

• What It Means: Individuals with PDA are often very socially aware and can use a 
range of social strategies to avoid demands, including distraction, negotiation, or 
even charm. 

• Why It Happens: These strategies are used to manage their anxiety and avoid the 
pressure of demands. 

3. Mood Swings and Impulsivity: 

• What It Means: Individuals with PDA can experience rapid mood changes and may 
act impulsively, being happy one moment and very upset the next. 
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• Why It Happens: These mood swings are often a response to their anxiety and the 
stress of dealing with demands. 

4. Comfort in Role Play and Pretend: 

• What It Means: Many individuals with PDA enjoy role play and pretending to be 
someone else, which can be a way for them to escape the pressures of real-life 
demands. 

• Why It Happens: Role play allows them to take control of situations in a way that 
feels safe and manageable. 

5. Obsessive Behaviors: 

• What It Means: Individuals with PDA may have intense interests or obsessions, 
which can provide comfort and a sense of control. 

• Why It Happens: Engaging deeply in interests can be a way to manage anxiety and 
avoid demands. 

How PDA Affects Daily Life 

1. At Home: 

• Morning Routine: Getting ready in the morning can be a challenge. An individual 
with PDA might avoid getting dressed or brushing their teeth. 

• Mealtimes: They might resist coming to the table for meals or trying new foods. 

• Homework/Work Tasks: Completing homework or work tasks can be particularly 
difficult, as it feels like a demand they need to avoid. 

2. At School: 

• Classroom Participation: They might avoid participating in class activities or 
following instructions from teachers. 

• Social Interactions: Making and keeping friends can be challenging due to their 
need to control social situations. 

• Transitions: Moving from one activity to another, like going from class to recess, can 
be stressful and lead to avoidance behaviors. 

3. At Work: 

• Task Completion: Meeting deadlines and completing tasks can be challenging due 
to the avoidance of demands. 

• Social Interactions: Navigating workplace relationships and social expectations 
can be difficult. 
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• Transitions: Shifting between tasks or roles can be stressful and lead to avoidance 
behaviors. 

Strategies for Parents, Educators, and Adults 

1. Use Declarative Language: 

• What It Means: Make statements instead of giving direct commands. For example, 
instead of saying, "Do your homework," you might say, "I see your homework is on 
the table." 

• Why It Helps: This reduces the pressure of demands and allows the individual to 
feel more in control. 

2. Offer Choices: 

• What It Means: Give options to choose from. For example, "Would you like to do 
your homework now or after dinner?" or "Would you prefer to start with this task or 
that one?" 

• Why It Helps: Choices can make demands feel less overwhelming and give the 
individual a sense of control. 

3. Create a Calm Environment: 

• What It Means: Reduce sensory overload by keeping the home, classroom, or 
workplace environment calm and predictable. 

• Why It Helps: A calm environment can reduce anxiety and make it easier for the 
individual to cope with demands. 

4. Use Visual Supports: 

• What It Means: Use visual schedules or charts to outline daily routines and 
expectations. 

• Why It Helps: Visual supports can help the individual understand what to expect 
and reduce anxiety about transitions and demands. 

5. Build on Interests: 

• What It Means: Incorporate the individual's interests into activities and learning. 
For example, if they love dinosaurs, use dinosaur-themed materials for homework or 
work tasks. 

• Why It Helps: Engaging with their interests can make demands feel more 
manageable and enjoyable. 
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6. Respect the Drive for Autonomy: 

• What It Means: Recognize and support the individual's need for autonomy and 
control over their own life. This includes allowing them to make choices and have a 
say in decisions that affect them. 

• Why It Helps: Supporting autonomy can reduce anxiety and resistance, making it 
easier for the individual to engage with demands and responsibilities. 

Seeking Professional Support 

1. Neurodiversity-Affirming Providers: 

• What It Means: Seek out healthcare and educational professionals who affirm and 
support neurodiversity, recognizing and valuing the unique strengths and challenges 
of individuals with PDA. 

• Why It Helps: Neurodiversity-affirming providers can offer more personalized and 
respectful support, promoting a positive self-identity. 

2. Neuropsychological Evaluation: 

• What It Means: Consider a comprehensive neuropsychological evaluation to better 
understand the individual's cognitive, emotional, and behavioral profile. 

• Why It Helps: This evaluation can provide valuable insights and guide the 
development of tailored strategies and supports. 

3. Therapy Focused on Connection, Engagement, and Support: 

• What It Means: Engage in therapies that prioritize the individual's agency and 
authentic self, such as cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) or occupational therapy, 
with a focus on supporting their autonomy and self-expression. It's important to 
note that individuals with autism or PDA do not need treatment for their 
neurodivergence itself but can benefit from connection, engagement, and support 
to not feel isolated or alone. This is also true for parents and loved ones. 

• Why It Helps: Such therapies can help the individual develop coping strategies and 
navigate daily demands while honoring their true self. Treatment is particularly 
needed for the emotional health complications that arise from being PDA and not 
understanding oneself or being in environments that are too demanding and where 
the individual is often misunderstood. Accommodations are often needed for 
attention, processing, or learning differences. 

4. Educational Support: 

• What It Means: Work with the school to develop an Individualized Education Plan 
(IEP) or 504 Plan that includes accommodations for PDA. 
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• Why It Helps: School accommodations can provide the support needed to succeed 
academically and socially. 

5. Workplace Accommodations: 

• What It Means: Discuss with employers the possibility of reasonable 
accommodations, such as flexible work hours or a quiet workspace. 

• Why It Helps: Workplace accommodations can help manage anxiety and improve 
productivity. 

 

Understanding PDA and how it affects an individual can help parents, educators, and adults 
develop strategies to support them effectively. The PDA’er should also be included in all aspects of 
their care. They often know they are different or misunderstood and do not know why. By using 
declarative language, offering choices, creating a calm environment, and seeking professional 
support from neurodiversity-affirming providers, you can help manage anxiety and navigate daily 
demands more successfully while promoting the individual's agency and authentic self. 
Additionally, recognizing and respecting the drive for autonomy is crucial in supporting individuals 
with PDA, as it helps reduce anxiety and resistance, fostering a more positive and cooperative 
environment. It is possible to be neurodivergent and thrive.  
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