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Autism is a neurodevelopmental
variation characterized by
differences in communication,
sensory processing, and patterns
of thinking and behavior. Among
the diverse profiles within the
autism spectrum, Pathological
Demand Avoidance (PDA) is a
unique presentation where
extreme anxiety and a need for
autonomy drive significant
demand-avoidant behaviors.

Although PDA is not yet formally
recognized in diagnostic manuals
like the DSM-5 or ICD-11, it has
gained traction in clinical
discussions and research,
particularly in the UK. In
Australia, awareness of PDA is
increasing, with growing efforts to
provide tailored support for
individuals and their families. This
article explores PDA, its
characteristics, and approaches to
fostering understanding and
effective support.

What is PDA?

PDA is best understood as a
profile within the autism spectrum
that involves:

Intense avoidance of everyday
demands, rooted in anxiety and
a desire for control.
Use of social strategies to
deflect demands, such as
distraction or negotiation.
Emotional dysregulation,
including heightened mood
swings.

UNDERSTANDING AUTISM AND
PATHOLOGICAL DEMAND

AVOIDANCE (PDA)

January 2025Sense of CareIssue No. 5

WWW.SENSEOFCARE.COM.AU

A surface-level sociability that
may mask deeper challenges in
forming relationships.
Intense, often shifting interests.

It is essential to distinguish PDA
behaviors from oppositional
defiance, as the driving force
behind PDA is anxiety, not
defiance or rebelliousness.
Understanding and addressing the
underlying anxiety is critical to
supporting individuals with this
profile.

Insights from Research

While much of the existing
research on PDA originates from
the UK, Australian clinicians and
families are increasingly
recognizing its unique
characteristics. A recent study
highlighted the heightened stress
faced by families managing PDA,
coupled with challenges in
accessing appropriate services.
Evidence points to the
effectiveness of trauma-informed
and low-arousal strategies,
particularly within Australia’s
culturally diverse context.

Approaches to Supporting
Individuals with PDA

Supporting people with PDA
requires a person-centered,
flexible, and collaborative
approach. Below are evidence-
based strategies tailored to the
Australian landscape:



.
Creating Low-Demand
Environments

Reducing perceived pressure can
alleviate the anxiety that drives
demand avoidance.

How to implement: Use indirect
language (e.g., "I wonder if...")
and offer choices. For example,
reframe “You need to start your
homework” as “Would you like
to start with math or reading?”

Building Trust and Relationships

Trust is a cornerstone of
engagement with individuals with
PDA.

Tips for success: Focus on
shared activities, validate their
feelings, and maintain a calm,
non-confrontational demeanor.
Activities that align with their
interests can strengthen
connections.

Adopting Trauma-Informed
Approaches

Given the overlap between PDA
behaviors and anxiety patterns
associated with trauma, a trauma-
informed lens is crucial.

Core principle: Understand the
root causes of behaviors rather
than reacting to them.

Employing Low-Arousal
Techniques

Minimizing confrontation and
sensory overstimulation can help
prevent emotional escalations.

Practical steps: Use calm tones,
allow breaks, and provide
sensory-friendly spaces in
schools or homes.

Supporting Caregivers

Families and caregivers play a
critical role in supporting
individuals with PDA, and their
wellbeing must also be prioritized.
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Available resources: Programs
offering respite care, peer
support, and education about
PDA help caregivers feel
supported and informed.

Flexible Educational Plans

Educational settings should
accommodate the unique needs of
PDA individuals to foster a
supportive learning environment.

Key strategies: Develop
individualized learning goals,
provide quiet spaces, and
involve allied health
professionals. Schools can also
offer alternatives to traditional
tasks, emphasizing
collaboration rather than
compliance.

Therapeutic and Sensory
Interventions

Occupational therapy and sensory
integration can address sensory
sensitivities often linked to PDA.

Case Study: Daniel’s Progress with
PDA Strategies

Daniel, a 9-year-old boy from
Melbourne, experienced severe
demand avoidance at school,
resulting in frequent meltdowns.

 His family and educators
collaborated to implement PDA-
informed strategies:

At home, Daniel used a visual
schedule with options for
completing daily tasks, giving
him a sense of control.
His school introduced a
sensory corner and allowed
Daniel to opt out of group
activities when needed.

Over time, Daniel’s anxiety
decreased, and he became more
engaged in both learning and
social interactions.



.
Pathological Demand Avoidance
represents a complex but
manageable profile within the
autism spectrum. In Australia,
progress is being made toward
better understanding and
supporting individuals with PDA
through flexible, neuro-affirming
approaches.

By focusing on autonomy,
emotional safety, and
collaboration, caregivers and
professionals can create
environments that empower PDA
individuals to thrive. Continued
research, education, and resource
development will further enhance
the quality of life for those with
PDA and their families, offering
them the support they deserve.
 be prioritized.
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