
Preparing for the assessment
or diagnostic appointments

Supportive approaches to
assessment and intervention

Working with Children, Young People and Adults with PDA in Clinical Settings

Due to the diverse and heterogeneous nature of the
autism spectrum (Simonoff et al., 2008), individuals may
present with differing profiles of strengths and support
requirements while still meeting the diagnostic criteria for
autism (Green et al., 2018).  Consequently, in recognition
of the diversity within the autism spectrum, contemporary
best practice advice for diagnostic assessment focuses
on identifying individualised profiles of functioning in
educational, administrative, clinical, and research settings
(Bolte et al., 2019). 

Indicating this diversity as it relates to a PDA profile within
reporting on Autism diagnosis, might include reference to
presentation of traits typically seen in Pathological Demand
Avoidance, which manifests as an anxiety-driven need to
be in control and avoid demands and expectations. Also
relevant is anticipatory anxiety underpinned by an
intolerance of uncertainty, and exacerbated by sensory
overload, and unexpected changes to the environment
and to routines.  Extreme avoidance also extends to the
most basic demands of everyday living, and is not limited
to the avoidance of unpleasant, difficult, or unappealing
tasks. Someone with a PDA profile will also have significant
difficulty meeting their own self-imposed expectations,
including engaging in activities that they find enjoyable.

Useful advice for reporting
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Support parents by providing access to Cognitive
Behaviour Therapy (CBT) and Optimistic Parenting
rather than parenting classes.

Promote optimism and resilient attitudes in families by 
using CBT approaches to challenge and dispute unhelpful 
thinking styles.  Focusing on CBT strategies to address 
Intolerance of Uncertainty (IU) may be of particular use. 
Recent research has indicated connections between high 
levels of IU and PDA.
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/camh.12336 

Focus on strengths, interests and hopes for example, use 
a PATH (Planning Alternative Tomorrows with Hope) model 
to explore hopes and fears with the person:
https://inclusion.com/path-maps-and-person-centered-planning 

Consult the PDA Society guidelines for clinicians and
practitioners https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/
pda-awareness-matters-booklet-2016-revised-edition-web-version.pdf

Evidence-informed strategies
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Meet the person at their level – emotionally, cognitively,
physically.  

Assess anxiety and address issues relating to Autism
i.e. Sensory Difficulties (Sensory Processing Quotient),
Intolerance of Uncertainty (Intolerance of Uncertainty
Scale, Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale-12), Alexithymia
(Toronto Alexithymia Scale-20), Social Skills/Perspective-
Taking (Social Responsiveness Scale-2), Executive
Functioning (Barkley Deficits in Executive Functioning Scale).

Work collaboratively on agreeing a formulation of issues
with the person, families, services and professionals.  

Depersonalise discussions by exploring difficult topics through
the person’s interests or with reference to wider contexts
which might be familiar such as television and media.

Introduce yourself, the setting and an outline of intent
for the meeting / interaction.  It requires little effort to
create welcome letters for children, adolescents and
adults (see Ashton (2007) and Birnbaum (2015) for
rationale and templates). 

Carry out a sensory audit of environment you intend to
utilise during the assessment process and to plan for a
low arousal and pleasant setting. Try to identify and
control for sensorial triggers or stresses. NICE endorse a
useful checklist from South West Yorkshire Partnership NHS
Foundation Trust that supports the recommendations on
the physical environment in the NICE guidelines:
https://www.southwestyorkshire.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/
Checklist-for-Autism-Friendly- Environments-November-2017-NAS-
version.docx 

Collect information regarding the young person’s
communication profile and preferences prior to
meeting them to support planning and prepare
appropriate resources or supports.

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/camh.12336
https://inclusion.com/path-maps-and-person-centered-planning
https://www.southwestyorkshire.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Checklist-for-Autism-Friendly-Environments-November-2017-NAS-version.docx
https://www.southwestyorkshire.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Checklist-for-Autism-Friendly-Environments-November-2017-NAS-version.docx
https://www.southwestyorkshire.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Checklist-for-Autism-Friendly-Environments-November-2017-NAS-version.docx
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