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Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) and 
Transition Management  

 
Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) is an uncontrollable and unintentional compulsion to 

avoid demands placed upon you and to refuse to comply with (even simple) requests. People 

who are PDA are not trying to be difficult, nor choosing to be defiant. The nature of this 

profile means the person is fighting for survival and has adopted a necessary coping 

mechanism to help protect themselves and protect their mental health. PDA is not listed in 

the DSM-V (version 5) as a separate diagnosis and therefore will not be listed as a ‘diagnosis’. 

Absence of this being listed in a person’s diagnostic profile doesn’t mean the person doesn’t 

have a PDA profile.  

 

In essence, PDA came to life and was identified as being a response to the trauma endured by 

Autistic individuals who are forced to navigate their needs in a predominantly neurotypical 

(NT) world. From birth, the (often) strong sensory profile and aversion to social expectations 

and pressures that the Autistic person has is ignored by NT people, professionals, teachers, 

and environments. Autistic people 

are put into positions that are 

aversive to their sensory needs and 

thus cause them significant pain 

and feelings of a loss of control and 

hurt. In response to this pain and 

trauma, many Autistic people 

develop a ‘say no first’ attitude to 

manage themselves and to protect 

their sensory and emotional needs.  

 

Some of the most difficult things for anyone with a PDA profile are: 
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- Being told what to do. 

- Having to change from one activity to another.  

- Doing things they don’t want to do. 

- Being around people they don’t want to be around.  

- Following instructions.  

- Asking for help from anyone.  

- Answering questions for any reason.  

- Getting scalded / getting reprimanded for any reason. 

- Any kind of restriction, limitation or transition is so much harder.  

- Anything that leads to feelings of a loss of control.  

 

People with PDA will struggle to 

manage change and expected 

transitions to different activities and 

environments at times. Change is 

difficult to most Autistic children 

and adults and can cause 

overwhelming feelings of losing 

control, as well feeling 

overwhelmed by changes to the 

sensory input they are experiencing. 

Suggestion of change is hard to 

manage and can cause these 

feelings (of loss of control and 

demand avoidance) immediately.  

 

Helping someone who’s Autistic and 

has a PDA profile requires the 

avoidance of any directions which 

sound like demands or requests. 
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Essentially you need to talk in 

questions, allowing the person to feel 

fully able to control their actions and 

the situation. Transition is managed 

(in summary) by enabling the person 

to prepare in their way for the 

transition (sometimes using a timer or 

discussing the necessary transition 

earlier so it is planned and structured), 

then just before the time that the 

transition needs to happen, the 

person might need assistance to 

cognitively transition to a new 

environment or task. This will be explained further later on in this information sheet.  

 

If the person has Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) as well as PDA, transitions 

can be even harder. The hyperfocus which exists in a person with ADHD can make it so hard 

to transition the brain to a different topic. Often distractions are needed to help them shift 

their focus to something new.  

 

The nature of change instigates a FIGHT for survival 

The mere nature of change is painful for someone with a PDA profile. Nearly any request put 

before them will be met with opposition as a first response. In part it is believed that this 

happens due to survival strategies learned by neurodivergent children born into a 

neurotypical world, who are faced with nothing but offensive and unhelpful demands and 

stimulation from birth. The stronger willed of these personalities develop the PDA profile to 

survive.  
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The primary and underpinning 

component of working with 

someone with a PDA profile is not 

appear as if you’re making 

demands. Demands will always be 

met with avoidance. Instead, 

provide options for them to make 

decisions and have control, then 

ask what their decision is. 

Transition is all about change and 

thus is one of the hardest things 

with people who live with a PDA 

profile.  

 

Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) is a huge component of the lives of many Autistic folk. 

It often comes across as stubbornness or non-compliance, but the tendency for “no” to be 

the first response for many Autistic folk is not a choice, but a necessity. From day 1, being 

born into a neurotypical (as a 

majority) world, an Autistic 

individual is forced to fight 

against everything to feel 

regulated. This leads to an 

ingrained distrust of demands, 

expectations, and requests of 

others as there is a significant 

likelihood they will be traumatic.  

 

PDA is a method of protecting 

oneself from the traumatic 

effects of a neurotypical world.  
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NO should NOT be seen as non-compliance, but instead should be 

respected as self-protection. 

 

PDA needs to be considered at all times. It’s important that we don’t see resistance, control 

and possible hostility to be negative. Instead, this is behaviour of safety and protection for 

the person and is a sign that they are feeling like they need to feel in control.  

 

Transition Management  
 

One of the ways PDA is most 

evident is with regard to 

transitions. Transition refers to 

when someone has to change 

something. This might be 

changing from one task to 

another, or going home from 

work, or going to a different 

parent’s house. This could also be 

the transition to turning off the 

computer / devices and having 

dinner. Transition is change and 

change is super hard for some 

people. The pic shows the 6 different responses to change, when seen as a threat and is very 

specific to those who are Autistic and struggling due to PDA. 

Transition or change management is important to plan and consider and presenting and 

highlighting change is often very unhelpful as this can increase the ‘fight’ response in the 

person and make them want to resist the change just because it’s change. The nature of PDA 

means that demands or polite requests don’t have to be nasty or aggressive for them to be 

avoided. The mere nature of change often invokes a pathological opposition which fuels the 

person’s avoidance and fear.  
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Managing Transition - Transition is best managed by: 

 

Preparation: Make sure the 

person is ready for and wants the 

transition to happen. They are 

likely to not feel this way at the 

time of transition, but 

preparation might include earlier 

agreements and/or discussions. 

Preparation may also include the 

use of timers with a countdown 

function and an alarm that goes 

off at the time of transition. 

Other options are lights, like the 

Nano Leaf ™ lights which can be 

controlled to turn different colours to prepare someone for a transition.  

 

Cognitive Placement: Prior to the time of transition, some people are better supported by 

chats and conversations about the next task/situation that they are going into.  

[Example: It’s time to leave McDonalds and go home to watch a movie. As the person is 

finishing their food at McDonalds, start a conversation about the movie you might be 

watching. Get a bit excited about the movie and maybe discuss where you’re going to sit to 

watch the movie and anything else which ‘paints the picture’ about the movie watching 

experience. Just having a discussion like this can help put this into the person’s head.  

 

Distraction: At the time of transition, distraction can be very helpful to those who are not 

coping with change and are not wanting to transition to do something different. Distraction 

might include starting a conversation about something the person likes to do, in order to take 

their mind off having to change from one task to another. Distraction might also be doing 
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something silly as the transition is happening, so they are laughing at and with you, rather 

than focusing on how difficult the change / transition is. If the person is ADHD, then 

distraction is almost essential as so much of the person’s brain is likely to be fixated on what 

they were focused on prior to the transition. If the person is ADHD, most distractions will 

need to be dynamic and excitable and repetitious in order to work.  
 

Situations like below, are far too common and can be quite traumatic for the person. Note: 

The below is an example of what an unsuccessful transition can look like.  

 

Father - “It’s time to go to the Aunty Jenny’s house.” 

Son – “No, I don’t want to go to Aunty Jenny’s house, stop saying that dad, stop it.” 

Father – “Come on, time to go.” 

Son – (yelling louder, becoming tense) “No, stop saying this, stay home, stay here, not going 

to Aunty Jenny’s house.” 

The child is then likely to continue escalating, crying, hitting, screaming that he doesn’t want 

to do / go to the different thing.  

 

Sample Transition Scripting (child)  

[Preparation]: Father puts a timer on his phone for 30 minutes. At 20 minutes, father starts 

this conversation.  

Father – “I love how at Aunty Jenny’s house we can have a cup of warm tea while we watch 

the football.” 

Son – “Yes, I love warm tea, can I have some now daddy?” 

Father – “No, not right now, but I also enjoy the love how Aunty Jenny gets the big blanket 

with the blue wool, and we watch cartoons before the football starts, I love her pussy cat too 

and how he sits on her lap.”  

Son – “I want the big blanket this time and I want to watch Bugs Bunny now.” 

Father – “You can have the big blanket, once the timer goes off, we can go and get you that 

blue blanket.” 

*Alarm goes off, signalling time to leave.  
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[Distraction]: Father drops a pillow on the ground, yelling ‘touchdownnnnnnnn’ “I scored a 

touchdown, I bet you can’t beat me, turn that off and meet me at the door.” 

Son – “I can beat you, I’m much faster, I’m coming now, don’t forget the big blanket.” 

So, rather than telling a person you are going somewhere (e.g., To the shops, to someone’s 

house), it’s better to not focus on the ‘doing’ and focus on what it will look like when you’re 

there. Try to paint the picture, using words. Taking away the directional tone of your 

conversation makes it easier to manage.  

 

Including Natural Consequences 

When helping someone to make choices, it’s helpful to remind them of what will happen 

based on each of the choices they make. Natural consequences are the things that will 

naturally happen when someone does something.  

 

Examples of natural consequences 

- If we go out in the rain, we will get wet. 

- If we are rude to our friends at work or school, they won’t want to talk to us.  

- If we spend our money on McDonalds or gaming, we won’t have money for anything 

else. We WILL not be able to pay to go out with friends, we will NOT be able to pay for 

anything.  

- If we scream loudly, someone might come and scream back at us to tell us to stop.  

- If we choose to not wear a hat, we will have burnt skin from the sun which is painful, and 

it will hurt heaps.  

- If we choose to throw that box at that person, it’s likely they will be very mad at us as a 

result.  

Natural consequences are real things that will happen in response to choices that the person 

makes. These are not punishments that we put in place, even though they can feel punishing. 

The difference with using natural consequences is that they allow you to be empathetic with 

the person about these consequences, while helping them experience them.  
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Let’s have a look at some examples of using natural consequences, rather than directions. 

We often call this PDA SCRIPTING. PDA Scripting is a type of language which works well with 

those who have a PDA profile. It’s different because it’s not directional and doesn’t use 

demands. Instead, it provides questions, choices, and reminders of what natural 

consequences will be.  

Situation 1: The person is not supposed to spend their money on junk food and has to 

contribute $50 to their household bill for food. If they don’t do this their rental agreement 

could be terminated. Once this happens, they will have 7 days to move out and police will be 

called if they don’t move once they are told. The person doesn’t seem to be understanding 

this and keeps spending their money on junk food and not having the $50 left.  

 

Non-PDA (not helpful) way to approach this:  

Me: “You are not allowed to buy junk food. No junk food. I’ve told you already. Don’t break 

the rules.” 

Person: “You’re not the boss of 

me, I’ll do what I want!”  

 

This approach and these 

comments will make the 

person immediately defiant, 

and their instinct (if PDA) will 

be likely to defy the person 

and buy the junk food anyway. 

Their full motivation at this 

point is based on proving that 

they are in control, not the 

other person.  

 

PDA way (helping, using natural consequences) to approach this: 

‘Me’ is in bold to help understand the two-person conversation below.  
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Me: “What do you want to do? If you buy the junk food, what’s your plan for paying the $50 

for your rental agreement for food? If they kick you out, what’s the plan for where you are 

going to live?” 

Person: “I want to buy McDonalds; it’s my money and I can do whatever I want. You can’t 

stop me.” 

Me: “I’m not trying to stop you. You can do whatever you like. But we need to find a homeless 

shelter urgently, as if you cannot pay the $50 rent this week, you have 7 days to move or they 

said they are calling the police.” 

Person: “I don’t want to move out, I hate homeless shelters, I want to stay here. Please let me 

stay.” 

Me: “I want you to stay too. It’s not my choice though, I have no control over this. I begged for 

you, but they said they were clear. If you don’t pay rent, you will have 7 days to move. I’m 

worried for you too. Let’s look up homeless shelters now so you have somewhere safe to go 

when they kick you out”. 

Person: <crying, getting very distressed> “I really don’t want to leave my home. This is my 

home, I want to stay.” 

Me: <comforts the person, is nurturing and gentle, with empathy in tone of voice> “I know, I 

wish I could do something to help. I’m sorry. It’s totally your choice at this point. If you don’t 

pay the rent, we have to find somewhere for you to move. If you decide to not buy McDonalds 

and pay the rent, you’re allowed to stay. It’s your choice. You tell me what you want to do”. 

Person: “I’m not talking to you anymore – I’m going to go pay my rent.” 

 

In this scenario, the person focuses on reminding the person of the true natural 

consequences which will happen if they don’t make the decision to use their money to pay 

rent. The person also displays empathy and reminds them that they will help them, 

regardless of the choice they make. This means that they are not focusing on changing their 

mind, just helping with the outcome of their decision.  
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Situation 2: The child is cranky and not 

coping at school and has decided to sit 

outside another classroom and make loud 

verbalisations and bang the wall (trying to 

regulate and vent frustration). He is 

disturbing the other classroom (with a 

different class and Teacher). When the child 

has done this previously, the other Teacher 

ended up coming out and telling him to leave 

(with a very stern voice).  

 

Non-PDA (not helpful) way to approach this:  

Me: “I told you that you’re not allowed to be here. You have your classroom, the sensory room 

or the break room that you can be in when not in class. Please move to one of those places 

now.”  

Child: <becomes increasingly distressed> “STOP TELLING ME WHAT TO DO, I’M NOT 

MOVING.” 

 

This non-PDA approach and these comments will make the person immediately defiant and 

their instinct (if PDA) will be likely to defy 

the person and stay in the place they are 

in. Their full motivation at this point is 

based on proving that they are in control, 

not the other person.  

 

PDA way (helping, using natural 

consequences) to approach this: 

Me: “Jack, I know you want to stay sitting 

here, outside Classroom 3B, but there are 

children learning inside the classroom and 
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your vocalisations are very noisy and it’s distracting them from their work. I would prefer you 

to go to the lunch space near room 4F where there is space for you to sit. I know you don’t 

want to go, so let’s talk through your options. If you stay here, then it’s very likely that the 

Teacher in 3B is going to be cranky that her students can’t concentrate, so she will probably 

come outside and be cranky that you’re very loud right now and tell you that you have to 

move. I know you don’t like that, but I think that’s what will happen if you stay here. Your 

other options are to move to the football field and find a space there or move to the lunch 

space near 4F which is prepared for you, or I suppose stay here and see how many Teachers 

come and tell you that you need to move. Can you have a think about this and tell me what 

you are going to do please?” 

Jack: <says nothing, sits there, appearing to ignore the conversation> 

Me: “I love those fidgets you brought in today. I also have some similar ones in the sensory 

room, I can’t wait to show you. I’m heading there now, there’s this green one which lights up, 

I’ll show you.” 

Jack: <says nothing, gets up to follow, to see the fidget that lights up>. 

 

 

Situation 3: The person always goes to class the same way, around the back of one of the 

buildings and through the gate. However, there is a large magpie (bird) which has been 

swooping everyone and they have sectioned off (blocked) this area to prevent injury to 

anyone using the area. The person is ‘stuck’ as they don’t want to go a different way. When 

asked why they can’t go around the other way, they have started making up answers to make 

reasons that cannot be argued (e.g., <almost crying, appearing distressed> “I really can’t walk 

that other way, I won’t walk near those trees as they hurt my nose and make me sneeze.”) 

 

Non-PDA (not helpful) way to approach this:  

Me: “You don’t have a choice here I’m afraid. They have blocked off the other way. The trees 

won’t hurt your nose, you will be fine. Please stop being silly and walk around this direction.” 

Person: “NO, I’M NOT WALKING THAT WAY, THE TREES WILL HURT MY NOSE, I SAID NO!!” 

 



InstinctAu.com.au  ABN 77 116 289 294     DivergAntz.com.au 

 

13 

This non-PDA approach and these comments will make the person immediately defiant and 

their instinct (if PDA) will be likely to defy the person and refuse to comply or become 

distressed because they feel trapped. Their full motivation at this point is based on proving 

that they are in control, not the other person.  

 

PDA way (helping, using natural consequences) to approach this: 

Me: “I know you don’t want to walk this different way to get to class, but they have put gates 

over the old way as there is a bird swooping and hurting people. If you tried to go that way, 

the bird will dive at your head and his beak will cut open your head – it hurts really bad, and 

you would cry for ages. You have a few other options you can choose from though. You could 

walk this way to get to the building we are going to (points different way), or I suppose you 

can just stay here and miss the activity we are doing. Or if you can think of another clever way 

to get to that building over there, can you let me know? I’m happy to help. Tell me if you think 

of something. I’ll give you some time.” 

Person: <is likely to be quiet for a few minutes, while thinking. Then may come up with their 

own option or one of those provided.> 

 

If no option is agreed to, explain the natural consequences of staying where the person is 

(which could be that they miss the activity, if they are a child and it’s at school, then their 

parents might be phoned etc).  

 

Situation 4: The person is not supposed to go into another person’s bedroom while they 

aren’t home and watch their TV. If they do, the person will yell at them (and has hit them) 

when they get home again.  

 

 

Non-PDA (not helpful) way to approach this:  

Me: “Don’t go into Jack’s room. You’re not allowed, and you’ve been told this.”  
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This non-PDA approach and these comments will make the person immediately defiant, and 

their instinct (if PDA) will be likely to defy the person and refuse to comply or become 

distressed because they feel trapped. Their full motivation at this point is based on proving 

that they are in control, not the other person.  

PDA way (helping, using natural consequences) to approach this: 

Me: “Are you supposed to go in there? Ok, well, it’s your choice. I just need to find something 

for me to do this afternoon while he yells at you again. Is that all he will do when he gets 

home, just yell at you? Gosh… I hate it when people yell at me, but anyway – your choice.”  

Person: “Why do you need something to do, why do you think he is going to yell at me?” 

Me: “I was told he does that every time you go in his room. Was that correct, or is that 

wrong? 

Person: “Yeah, he is really mean and yells and hits me” 

Me: “Ok, do you want to be hit and yelled at?” 

Person: “No of course I don’t. He’s mean to me.” 

Me: “Yeah, I wouldn’t like that either. So, what do you want to do? Go in there and I will find 

something else to do while he yells at you, or make a different choice? You tell me.” 

Person: “This is stupid and unfair. I’m going to do something else.” 

 

PDA scripting is about providing choice and control to the other person and making your 

comments in the form of questions but reminding the person of the natural consequences 

which are bound to happen, based on the choice they make. PDA scripting feels awkward to 

people as it’s not directional and we are all so used to being directed by others. PDA scripting 

isn’t guaranteed to produce compliance and there are times when the person will choose to 

be happy with the natural consequence anyway. This is life and choice and their dignity of 

risk. We don’t have the right to force someone to get it right every time and a person with 

PDA is likely to test you by making some poor choices and seeing if you take back control.  

This way of engaging allows you and wants you to still be sympathetic and kind. This method 

requires you to acknowledge that this is very hard for the person, but that they have the 

ultimate control. It’s very important at all times that your behaviour and body language 

doesn’t look like you’re happy about this natural consequence, or it will be just like a 

punishment.  
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A hard thing for many to understand these days is: 

 

People are allowed to make choices that we don’t think are right for them and that we don’t 

agree with. People are allowed to do things that might be inappropriate or wrong (to us, or 

to society), yet we still must uphold their right to make these choices, assert this 

independence and BE THE PERSON WHO THEY WANT TO BE. To make the choices that THEY 

WANT TO MAKE. 

 

 In order to work successfully and positively with someone who is PDA, we must choose to 

relinquish control ourselves.  

 

Never Manage Issues with Restriction and Punishment 

The stock standard school-based response to issues with children was always suspension, 

restriction from preferred activities and discussion of the issues which led to meltdowns and 

problems. These responses are extremely unhelpful and highly counter-productive for 

anyone with Autism and work AGAINST all the views and recommendations of specialists in 

this sector. Taking away movement opportunities, play times or breaks from a dysregulated 

child will only further dysregulate them and force them to mask (suppress) their needs 

further. Masking / suppression results in more explosive behaviour so this is never 

recommended.  
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Other Ways to Say NO & PDA Scripting  

 

Language: Avoid no, avoid too much change language 

 

There are so many ways to say ‘no’ without using the word. The word has often been used 

far too much with Autistic people and it’s become toxic 

 

Other ways to say “No” include: 

✓ Agree: “Sure, that’s up to you if you want to do that. Perhaps once we finish what we 

are doing if it suits you better?” 

✓ Offer a choice: “Yeah, I understand that you want to do that, but remember you only 

have enough money for one of those things. Maybe do that, but don’t purchase XYZ 

tomorrow – it’s up to you.” 

✓ Offer an alternative: “Ahh you ate Fish and Chips yesterday with Jack remember, I 

thought you wanted some chicken and salad today?” 

✓ Distract/Redirect: “Holy Dooley, did you see [insert interesting thing] over there?” Any 

kind of distraction may get the person out of the zone enough to not be as focused on 

the thing that they cannot do/have.  

✓ What would they like do about this? If a person really likes the views of someone else, 

even a TV star or actor. You could 

ask what they might do about the 

decision.  

✓ Enlist help from an authority figure: 

“Let’s ask the doctor next week if 

that’s a good idea before we do it, 

just to make sure that we aren’t 

doing anything silly and making you 

feel sick or anything.” 

✓ Agree that it’s difficult and 

sympathise: “I know, I hate that we 
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can’t go down that road right now, how stupid that they blocked that off for no damn 

reason – how annoying, I reckon we tell them what we think next time.”  

✓ Call on imagination: “Geez, there’s no traffic, how ridiculous. Imagine if there was a 

massive convoy of trucks though, how long do you think it would take a convoy of trucks 

to go down this main street?” 

✓ Remind the person of a previous time that decision wasn’t so good: “Well, yeah, I 

suppose you could eat that, but Geez, remember last time you did, and you were so sick 

we had to take you to hospital for 2 days? Do you really want to risk that again?” 

 

 

 

 


