
 

Comprehensive Guide to Understanding the Neuropsychological Profile of 
Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) 

Introduction 

Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) is a profile within the autism spectrum characterized by an extreme 
avoidance of everyday demands, drive for autonomy,  and an anxiety-driven need to control. This guide aims to 
provide a comprehensive understanding of PDA through the lens of neuropsychology, offering insights into how it 
manifests across the lifespan and how it impacts individuals in various settings such as home, school, and work. 
This guide is neurodiversity-affirming, trauma-informed, and connection-based, ensuring that the information 
provided is respectful and supportive of neurodivergent individuals. 

About Dr. Jennifer Imig Huffman 

Dr. Jennifer Imig Huffman, PhD, ABPdN, is a board certified pediatric neuropsychologist who specializes in 
understanding neurodivergence. Identifying as autistic and PDA herself, Dr. Huffman, who goes by the social media 
handle, Neurodivergent Neuropsychologist, brings both professional expertise and personal experience to her 
work. Her comprehensive neuropsychological profile for individuals with PDA is a valuable resource for caregivers, 
educators, and employers seeking to support neurodivergent individuals. 

What is Neuropsychology? 

Neuropsychology is the study of the relationship between brain function and behavior. It involves assessing 
cognitive functions such as memory, attention, language, and executive functions to understand how brain 
abnormalities or injuries affect behavior and cognitive processes. Neuropsychology plays a crucial role in 
understanding neurodivergence, as it helps identify specific cognitive patterns and challenges that individuals may 
face throughout their lives. 

Understanding Neurodivergence Across the Lifespan 

Neurodivergence refers to the diverse ways in which people's brains can function, encompassing conditions such 
as autism, ADHD, dyslexia, and more. Understanding neurodivergence across the lifespan involves recognizing 
that cognitive and behavioral patterns can change over time and that individuals may require different types of 
support at different stages of their lives. A neuropsychological approach helps identify these patterns and tailor 
interventions to meet the unique needs of neurodivergent individuals. 
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Defining Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) 

Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) is a profile within the autism spectrum characterized by an extreme 
avoidance of everyday demands, drive for autonomy, and an anxiety-driven need to control. Individuals with PDA 
often exhibit high levels of anxiety, emotional dysregulation, and a strong need to avoid demands placed upon 
them. This avoidance is not due to a lack of understanding or capability but is driven by an overwhelming sense of 
anxiety and need for autonomy. 
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Dr. Huffman's Neuropsychological Profile of PDA Explained  

Dr. Jennifer Imig Huffman has proposed a comprehensive neuropsychological profile for individuals with PDA, 
highlighting several key characteristics and cognitive patterns: 

1. Anxiety and Emotional Dysregulation 

Individuals with PDA often experience high levels of anxiety and struggle with regulating their emotions. This can 
lead to frequent emotional outbursts and difficulty managing stress. Dr. Huffman notes that "Anxiety can be the 
great mental eraser," significantly impacting cognitive functions and daily life. Trauma states, such as fight, flight, 
freeze, and fawn, can further dysregulate the brain, making emotional regulation even more challenging. 

Impact: 

• Home: May lead to frequent conflicts and emotional outbursts. 

• School: Difficulty coping with academic pressures and social interactions. 

• Work: Challenges in managing workplace stress and deadlines. 

Resources: 

• Mindfulness and relaxation techniques. 

• Access to mental health professionals specializing in anxiety and emotional regulation. 

2. Prompt-Dependent Memory 

Memory recall in PDA individuals can be highly dependent on prompts, indicating difficulties with spontaneous 
retrieval of information. 

Impact: 

• Home: May need reminders for daily tasks. 

• School: Difficulty recalling information without cues. 

• Work: Challenges in remembering tasks and deadlines without prompts. 

Resources: 

• Use of visual aids and reminders. 

• Structured routines and checklists. 

• Mnemonics to aid memory recall. 

• Technology tools such as reminder apps and digital calendars. 

• Utilizing ChatGPT for quick information retrieval and reminders. 
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3. Executive Dysfunction and Cognitive Rigidity 

Challenges with executive functioning, including planning, organizing, and flexible thinking, are prevalent. 
Cognitive rigidity can make it difficult to adapt to new situations or changes. Anxiety and dysregulation, particularly 
trauma states (fight, flight, freeze, fawn), can significantly impact the brain's ability to engage in executive 
functioning. This phenomenon is often referred to as "flipping the lid," where the prefrontal cortex (responsible for 
executive functions) becomes less accessible due to heightened emotional states. 

Impact: 

• Home: Difficulty with household chores and routines. 

• School: Struggles with organizing schoolwork and adapting to changes in schedule. 

• Work: Challenges in managing projects and adapting to new tasks. 

Resources: 

• Executive function coaching. 

• Flexible and adaptable routines. 

• Trauma-informed therapy to address underlying emotional dysregulation. 

4. Strong Cognitive Abilities with Slow Processing Speed 

While individuals with PDA may have strong overall thinking skills, they often exhibit slower processing speeds, 
affecting their ability to respond quickly to demands. It is important to note that often PDA and autistic individuals 
are much smarter, especially about their areas of interest, than can be measured in standardized cognitive tests. 
Underestimates in cognitive abilities is especially true if the examiner does not focus on connection prior to 
assessment.  

Impact: 

• Home: May take longer to complete tasks. 

• School: Difficulty keeping up with fast-paced lessons. 

• Work: Challenges in meeting tight deadlines. 

Resources: 

• Allowing extra time for tasks. 

• Breaking tasks into smaller, manageable steps. 

• Providing opportunities to explore and engage with areas of interest. 
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5. Better “Off-line” than “On-demand” Processing 

PDA individuals tend to perform better when they can process information at their own pace ("off-line") rather than 
under immediate pressure ("on-demand"). 

Impact: 

• Home: May need time to think before responding. 

• School: Struggles with timed tests and immediate responses. 

• Work: Difficulty with tasks requiring immediate action. 

Resources: 

• Providing time for reflection and response. 

• Reducing immediate pressure and deadlines. 

6. Strong Vocabulary but Limited Expressive Language 

Despite having a strong vocabulary, individuals with PDA may have limited expressive language skills, impacting 
both speaking and writing abilities. 

Impact: 

• Home: Difficulty expressing needs and emotions. 

• School: Challenges in written assignments and verbal presentations. 

• Work: Struggles with communication in meetings and reports. 

Resources: 

• Speech and language therapy. 

• Alternative communication methods (e.g., written communication). 

7. Multiple Learning Disabilities 

Co-occurring learning disabilities are common, further complicating the educational and developmental 
experiences of PDA individuals. These can include: 

Dyslexia 

A learning disability that affects reading and related language-based processing skills. 

Impact: 
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• Home: Difficulty reading instructions or following written directions. 

• School: Struggles with reading comprehension and fluency. 

• Work: Challenges in jobs requiring extensive reading. 

Resources: 

• Reading interventions and specialized tutoring. 

• Assistive technology such as text-to-speech software. 

Dysgraphia 

A learning disability that affects writing abilities, including handwriting, typing, and spelling. 

Impact: 

• Home: Difficulty with writing notes or completing written tasks. 

• School: Struggles with taking notes, writing essays, and completing written assignments. 

• Work: Challenges in jobs requiring extensive writing or note-taking. 

Resources: 

• Occupational therapy to improve fine motor skills and handwriting. 

• Assistive technology such as speech-to-text software and word prediction programs. 

Dyscalculia 

A learning disability that affects mathematical abilities, including number sense, arithmetic, and problem-solving. 

Impact: 

• Home: Difficulty with managing money or understanding time concepts. 

• School: Struggles with math concepts, calculations, and problem-solving. 

• Work: Challenges in jobs requiring mathematical skills. 

Resources: 

• Math interventions and specialized tutoring. 

• Use of visual aids and manipulatives to support math learning. 

Nonverbal Learning Disability (NVLD) 

A neurological disorder characterized by difficulties with visual-spatial processing, social skills, and motor 
coordination. 

Impact: 

• Home: Challenges with understanding nonverbal cues and social interactions. 
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• School: Struggles with visual-spatial tasks, social pragmatics, and motor coordination. 

• Work: Difficulty interpreting nonverbal communication and navigating social situations. 

Resources: 

• Social skills training and therapy. 

• Occupational therapy to address motor coordination challenges. 

Dyspraxia 

A developmental coordination disorder that affects motor planning and coordination. 

Impact: 

• Home: Difficulty with fine motor skills such as buttoning clothes or using utensils. 

• School: Struggles with handwriting, physical education, and activities requiring coordination. 

• Work: Challenges in jobs requiring fine motor skills or physical dexterity. 

Resources: 

• Occupational therapy to improve motor planning and coordination. 

• Adaptive equipment to assist with daily living activities. 

8. Sensory Processing and Praxis Difficulties 

Sensory processing issues and difficulties with motor planning (praxis) are frequently observed, contributing to 
sensory sensitivities and coordination challenges. This includes interoception, the ability to sense and interpret 
internal bodily sensations such as hunger, thirst, and emotions. 

Impact: 

• Home: Sensory sensitivities to noise, light, textures, and internal sensations. 

• School: Difficulty with physical activities, sensory overload, and understanding internal cues. 

• Work: Challenges in environments with sensory stimuli and interpreting bodily sensations. 

Resources: 

• Sensory-friendly environments. 

• Occupational therapy for sensory integration and motor planning. 

• Strategies for managing sensory input and interoceptive awareness. 
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Supporting PDA Individuals at School and Work  

School Support: Section 504 Accommodations and IEPs 

Students with PDA can benefit from individualized support plans to accommodate their unique needs. Two primary 
frameworks for providing these supports are Section 504 accommodations and Individualized Education Programs 
(IEPs). 

Section 504 Accommodations: 

• Flexible deadlines: Allowing extra time for assignments and tests. 

• Reduced workload: Modifying the amount of work to prevent overwhelm. 

• Quiet spaces: Providing a quiet area for work and relaxation. 

• Sensory accommodations: Adjusting the sensory environment to reduce overload. 

• Use of technology: Implementing assistive technology for memory, organization, and communication. 

Individualized Education Programs (IEPs): 

• Personalized goals: Setting specific, measurable goals tailored to the student's needs. 

• Specialized instruction: Providing instruction in areas such as executive functioning, social skills, and 
emotional regulation. 

• Therapeutic support: Access to speech therapy, occupational therapy, and counseling. 

• Collaboration: Regular meetings with educators, parents, and specialists to review progress and adjust 
the plan as needed. 

Work Support: ADA Accommodations 

Under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), employees with PDA are entitled to reasonable accommodations 
to support their success in the workplace. 

ADA Accommodations: 

• Flexible scheduling: Allowing flexible work hours and breaks to manage anxiety and sensory needs. 

• Remote work options: Providing the option to work from home to reduce sensory and social stressors. 

• Task modification: Adjusting job duties to align with the employee's strengths and reduce demands. 

• Assistive technology: Implementing tools such as reminder apps, speech-to-text software, and 
organizational aids. 

• Sensory accommodations: Creating a sensory-friendly workspace with appropriate lighting, noise 
control, and ergonomic furniture. 
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Universal Design for Learning and Work 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and Universal Design for Work (UDW) are approaches that aim to create 
inclusive environments that support all types of learners and workers. By designing systems and spaces that 
accommodate a wide range of needs, UDL and UDW help ensure that everyone can succeed. 

Principles of Universal Design: 

• Multiple means of representation: Providing information in various formats (visual, auditory, tactile) to 
accommodate different learning styles. 

• Multiple means of action and expression: Allowing individuals to demonstrate their knowledge and skills 
in diverse ways (written, verbal, practical). 

• Multiple means of engagement: Offering choices and fostering motivation through personalized and 
relevant activities. 

Connection-Focused Support Plans 

Dr. Huffman emphasizes the importance of communication and support throughout the educational and 
occupational systems. A connection-focused plan involves collaboration between schools and workplaces to 
ensure a smooth transition and successful launch for individuals with PDA. 

Key Components of Connection-Focused Plans: 

• Transition planning: Developing a comprehensive plan for transitioning from school to work, including 
skill-building and career exploration. 

• Collaboration: Establishing communication channels between educators, employers, and support 
professionals to share insights and strategies. 

• Ongoing support: Providing continuous support and adjustments as needed to address evolving 
challenges and goals. 

• Mentorship: Connecting individuals with mentors who can offer guidance, encouragement, and practical 
advice. 

Conclusion 

Understanding the neuropsychological profile of PDA is crucial for providing effective support to individuals with 
this profile across the lifetime. By recognizing the unique cognitive and emotional patterns associated with PDA, 
caregivers, educators, and employers can create environments that reduce anxiety and accommodate the needs 
of PDA individuals. This guide, grounded in neurodiversity-affirming, trauma-informed, and connection-based 
principles, aims to foster a supportive and inclusive approach to understanding and supporting individuals with 
PDA. 

For further information and resources, please visit Dr. Jennifer Huffman's website 
at www.neurodivergentneuropsychology.com or contact her at info@ableneuropsychologycenter.com. 

http://www.neurodivergentneuropsychology.com/
mailto:info@ableneuropsychologycenter.com

