
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Pathological demand avoidance 
 

PDA, first described by Elizabeth Newson during the 1980s as a 
pervasive developmental disorder, and is recognised as part of the 
autism spectrum. It is a lifelong disability and, as with other autism 

spectrum conditions, children with PDA will require different amounts of 
support depending on how their condition affects them. 

 

The main features of PDA are: 

 obsessively resisting ordinary demands  

It is important to realise that the more anxious a person with PDA is, 

the less they will be able to tolerate demands. As a child, their 

avoidance of those making demands on them knows no boundaries 

and usually includes a level of social manipulation. Strategies range 

from simple refusal, distraction, giving excuses, delaying, arguing, 

suggesting alternatives and withdrawing into fantasy. They may also 

resist by becoming physically incapacitated (often accompanied by an 

explanation such as "my legs don't work" or "my hands are made of 

lava"). If pushed to comply, they may become verbally or physically 

aggressive, with severe behavioural outbursts, best described as a 

'panic attack'. 

 appearing sociable on the surface but lacking depth in their 

understanding (often recognised by parents early on) 

 

 excessive mood swings, often switching suddenly  

 

 comfortable (sometimes to an extreme extent) in role play and 

pretending  

 

 language delay, seemingly as a result of passivity, but often with 

a good degree of 'catch-up'  

 

 Obsessive behaviour, often focused on people rather than things. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Does any of the following sound familiar, when your child 

is faced with an ordinary request…. 

“I can’t walk, my legs don’t work” 

“Look at this!” 

“If you do it first” 

 

Does your child seem more sociable than others with 

ASD/Asperger’s? 

 

Could your child have P.D.A?  

(Pathological Demand Avoidance)  



 


