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Self help, coping strategies and
therapies for adult PDAers

This guide was compiled by PDAers for PDAers, and covers things that could help on a day to
day basis. Most of the quotes in this guide come from PDA by PDAers by SallyCat .

Recognising demands

Recognising what feels like a demand is often the first step. Demands aren't just instructions -
they include expectations, suggestions, even internal prompts like hunger or perfectionism.
Everyday activities like washing, dressing or saying “thank you" can also be experienced as
demands.

"Come who are new to PDA are shocked to find out that things theyVe always ctruggled with are actually demands, like
returning books o the library or caying thank you' to people.” - Riko

Recognising avoidance

Avoidance can take many forms - distraction, negotiation, masking, even physical shutdown.
It's not just about saying “no”.

The PDA Society video Demand Avoidance of the PDA kind includes examples from people of
all ages.

Identifying and understanding your PDA

Understanding how PDA shows up for you can often bring clarity and be a powerful step
towards managing it.

For me self-awarenecs ic the key. If you dont have celf-awarenecs how can you modify or avoid thinge that cavce anxiety?” -

Julia.

“Learn as much ac poscible about PDA and other conditions. Read, listen and be open to  new information.” - Riks
Self-acceptance
Recognising your strengths and challenges can support self-acceptance and self-care.

“IF I could say one thing to my younger celf it would be: your ctruggles are real and you are worth lvads... Learn to love yourself
and you can coar to great heights.” - Sally

Awarenecs of my limitations hae given me the wisdom and confidence to set perconal goals that I can keep.” - Sally


https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/1785925369?linkCode=ssc&tag=onamzpdasocie-21&creativeASIN=1785925369&asc_item-id=amzn1.ideas.3KNHRRSXZUYU3&ref_=aip_sf_list_spv_ons_d_asin
https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/1785925369?linkCode=ssc&tag=onamzpdasocie-21&creativeASIN=1785925369&asc_item-id=amzn1.ideas.3KNHRRSXZUYU3&ref_=aip_sf_list_spv_ons_d_asin
https://youtu.be/CCsfKxyuH1I?si=QG0isI98VhdEIDfM
https://youtu.be/CCsfKxyuH1I?si=QG0isI98VhdEIDfM

Understanding masking

Masking or social “mimicry” - hiding PDA traits and trying to act in ways that seem more
“‘normal” or “socially acceptable” - can be an intentional or innate “coping mechanism” for
many PDAers, though this can take its toll ...

T cuppoce macsking ic the way many of us survive cocially, ecpecially as many of us were brovght up in famifiec who had little or

no knowledge of avtism, much less PDA, co we had to find ways to cope.” - Riko

T mask; didet know I was masking. Just bnew I couldnt be myself. Being myself was way too much for people, too strange, too
intense, too bubbly, too deep, too all over the place, just too much. I am learning to be myself now, at 33.” - Laura

Masking was a way of flying under the radar, avoiding unwanted ccruting or attention. I found early on that I was extremely
g00d at interpreting what people thought of me and af playing exactly to that expectation. Since I have been diagnoced, I have
to & great degree ctopped macking ... Trying to mack for the world all the time is a quick track to burning out and being

miserable for me.” - Tony
Finding your tribe
Connecting with other PDAers can reduce isolation and build confidence.

T cet up an adult support group on Facebook ... after several weeks a few people joined, and now several years later we have

1473 members. It was great to be able to cay, does anyone elce ds this? and diccover that T wasn't alone.” - Julia

You might find community through our PDAer Facebook group, via social media accounts or
by reading books about PDA by PDAers. You can find lots of these here.

Managing, reducing and disguising demands
There are many ways to soften or sidestep demands:

T try to do cmall demands over a longer time period with plenty of planned downtime in between. I generally only aim to do two
thinge every day, aside from the veual drescing and eating, but if I don't do them then thate fine, if I do more then thate
great.” - Riko

T cook in large batches and portion it out so that on days where I can't face the demand of cooking, there ic food for my
girlfriend o take for lunch or for me to put in the microwave.” - Tony

‘T keep daily demande and expectations as lsw as pocsible so as to kegp my anxiety low enovgh that I can function and enjoy
life. I do thic by reducing/removing unnecescary demands and rovtines, by changing tack often, taking nape when I begin to
Feel overwhelmed and by planning my weeks carefully ... co that events/demands are cpread meaning I'im able to have prep and
downtime too ... I meltdown if Tim not able to do thic.” - Julia

‘T can cometimes get comething done by starting it with no end expectations.” - Alice

T can sometimes burst’ demand avoidance by focucing on it. The more I coax myself to think about my demand avoidance, the
less power it has ... cometimes I can squeeze past it by finding comething exciting or otherwice appealing about the thing I'm
avoiding.” - Sally Cat


https://www.amazon.co.uk/shop/pda_society/list/3KNHRRSXZUYU3
https://www.amazon.co.uk/shop/pda_society/list/3KNHRRSXZUYU3

‘Excusec ... uceful for when demande are sprung on me ... by delaying them I can wait until I am better equipped to do the
demand.” — Rike

When anxiety is lower it may be possible to cope with more ...

Tt imposcible to remove every demand but removing or reducing the most demanding of demands ic helpful. We need to learn
how to cope with the anxiety of demands. There's no reason to jump in at the deep end. We can build up demands clowly and
master techniquec to help as we go. A bit like learning to drive or walk. Then hopefully, one day well be able to manage most
everyday demande without having a panic attack.” - Riko

In some cases, “tricking" your mind can be a useful technique ...

Tve fovnd that by giving mycelf an out’ then it ic much easier to meet demands, becavee I know I can change my mind

whenever I want.” - Riko

T find that if T am able to distract my thoughts from the tack I am better able to actually get the job done. This works best
for getting out of bed. It used to take me hours to get up ... I found that by wot thinking of getting up at all my body would

automatically move of itc own accord.” - Riko

T will make a fict of things I need to do that day and then avoid them all, thus competing a whole different lict of demande
that alco needed doing but were deliberately being ignored.” - Riko

“Cometimes Il decide not to g0 to a social event. This can mean that the anxiety ic removed and minutes before the time for

leaving I may change my mind and g0 anyway.” - Riko

T have found introducing comething new or mixing it up a little can actually help, there’s lece anxiety cometimee around
comething new ... When I feel mycelf avoiding daily activities I will do comething to change the activity, I may buy new bath
products, try new foods or eat out, buy new clothes or try a different ctyle ... even moving the demand to a different time of day
can help. Showering before bed ... or having cereal for dinner.” - Riko

Or using humour/role play can also be helpful ...

‘Tte easier to get things done if we can laugh about it and generally mese about, o if we can make things into a game then we
do. There's an oungoing thing with our friends that I'm a super smart bear in a great human costume. Tim a bear, bears can't
do x'ic seen as a legitimate excuse or reason for needing help. IF I can distract myself with debates, music and made-up

congs/rhyming games Tim able to do a job on avtopilot.” - Becca B

“T find chores eacier when pretending T am being filmed for TV. I adopt a character (cay, a cleaner) and pretend I am doing a
Job for TV. Il imagine cameras following me everywhere, watching what Im doing and that people are asking me questions or

commenting on my actions.” - Riko
Being aware of your triggers
Understanding what causes you stress helps prevent overwhelm.

“The more anxious I get the more coguitively impaired I feel, I get muddled and forget what Iim saying. The gap between trigger
and meltdown when I was a child was very small. Ac an adult it'c longer, which I put down to a mixture of maturity and self-

awareness, having greater control over my own life and knowing what strategies help.” - Julia



Sensory regulation
Sensory challenges can heighten emotional stress.

‘T get overloaded easily; many different things can cause it. Sensory overlvad ic where I become too hot or too hungry or too
itchy and my brain ctarte to chut down <o I can't handle any more input from external cources. I have to remove mycelf from
the censory iccue or try to reduce the sencory aftack in order to function again. If not then it all becomes too much and I lash

out verbally or phycically, chouting or throwing/hitting objects.” - Riko

T bind censory and emotional overload connected, i.e. if I am emotionally heightened the sencory stuff is more of an issue, and

. ”
vice versa.” — fanesca

T like to try and keep on Top of it. Taking chort breaks, having a nap, changing task or just looking out a window are all helpful
to me throughout the day.” - Julia

This page on in the “What helps?" guides section of the PDA Society website gives more
information on sensory needs and how to make adjustments.

Having demand-free time

Making time to rest is very important. The “Spoon theory" is often used to explain energy
levels:

begin by thinking of spoons as a measure of how much you can do.

every task - like getting dressed, making a phone call or going out - uses up a spoon.
when the spoons run out it means it's time to need to rest and recharge.

some days we may start with fewer spoons than others, especially if there's stress, sensory
overload or anxiety to deal with.

This can be a helpful way to explain your limits to yourself and others.

‘PDA braine overload easily (this might be because it ic very tiring having to fight demand avoidance all the time). We are
better able to fight demand avoidance if we have had ensugh rest.” - Sally Cat

I order for me to be an adult for a full day (like when I atftend a conference) I have to do nothing (/itera//y) for a week
beforehand. I don't drecs or wash or cook, I have no cocial interactions, I dont do any of my hobbies. I ¢it on the sofa and

watch TV. That way my anxiety is nice and low. I need another week’s recovery time afterwarde.” - Julia

T find thinge like logic puzzles and tactice-based Facebook games very calming, co if I play a bit before I have to do comething
it gets me in a much calmer frame of mind. Having a little quiet time before alco helps get my head in gear.” - Elizabeth

Exploring different ways of working

Working life looks different for everyone. Some PDAers thrive with flexibility or self-employment,
while others prefer to focus on hobbies or volunteering.

‘Being a PDA advocate, helping others and learning about myself as I go along, fills a gap and givec me a purpose. And becavse
ite not an everyday, 9 to 5 thing it a when I can handle it’ role, it works for me.” - Julia


https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/what-helps-guides/pda-and-sensory-needs/
https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/what-helps-guides/pda-and-sensory-needs/

‘Tt'c important to choose a role that a PDAer can do, that they like and that hac plenty of room for accommodating the PDA
agpecte of the individual. Bacically, work to your ctrengths.” - Riko

“Wages are not a motivator for me. In fact, being paid a wage turns activitiec into demands that Im compelled to avoid. My
ideal career future lies in having an agent so I can produce creative works unhindered by admin demands. In the meantime, T

am now on dicability benefite and not in poverty for pretty much the first time in my life, which is really great.” - Sally

“With work, flexi-time was really helpful to me and time off in lieu ... it allowed me cpace when I needed it. I did better the more
latitvde I had to make decicions abovt what I did when, and the more it felt like deadlines and expectations were reasonable.
In one job I got to arrange my side of the office to suit me and re-orientated my deck which helped. I prefer teamwork to
hierarchy. The unknown makes me anxious. Can you pop in to cpeak to me at 10ich about x’is betfter than T need to you in my
office at 10.00 precicely’” - TC

You can find more information on PDA and workplace adjustments and PDA and self-
employment in the “What helps?' guides section of the PDA Society website.

Informing others and asking for accommodations

Deciding whether to tell other people about PDA is a very personal choice, and it may depend
on how ‘disabling’ an effect you find demand avoidance has in your life. Some PDAers find that

sharing information about PDA with others helps to improve mutual understanding (also
please see section below on maintaining relationships) ...

T now only have friends, or cleaners or beauticians, who are PDA- friendly. Tve found thic to be quite a vital ctrateqy and I'm
much happier now I don't have to mask.” - Julia

Requesting appropriate accommodations can help make some situations (travelling,

healthcare appointments etc.) easier.

“We are highly prone to overloading in crowds; cuffer great anxiety and intolerance of vncertainty; and being forced to wait and
be penned in triggers Demand Avoidance. So cchemes that enable us to be fact-tracked in queves, given priority ceating or
being able to choose appointment times make a big difference. One strateqy I've implemented ic to precs for institutions o
communicate with me via email, not phone or even face to face. This works better for me. I am more in control of my own world

in that I can chooce when to deal with emaile and take my time considering my responces.” - Sally Cat

Maintaining relationships

Relationships and friendships for PDAers may need extra understanding.

“We need flexibility in nearly everything. Rewording things co it feels lese demandy. Giving optiong in how we do things.
Explaining rules that are important and why we need to do come things, and doing away with anything that isnt escential.
Allowing ve cpace when we are struggling and giving vs time to do taske and time to recover afterwards...Dont take things we

cay and do perconally, ecpecially during me/tdawnr/,bam'c attacks.” - Riko

Please keep me in the loop. I need to know what’s going on. Keeping me informed ic necessary it I am to avoid intence anxiety.

Please consult me about appointment times and allow me plenty of notice. Further, if I mice an appointment, be lenient with
this.” - Sally Cat


https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/what-helps-guides/workplace-adjustments-for-pda/
https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/what-helps-guides/workplace-adjustments-for-pda/
https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/what-helps-guides/pda-and-self-employment/
https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/what-helps-guides/pda-and-self-employment/
https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/what-helps-guides/pda-and-self-employment/
https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/what-helps-guides/pda-and-self-employment/

T need enough time to process, without lictening to more words. The ability to get things in writing, and 9o through them in

relative colitude, before responding.” - Barry

“When Tm not coping I hate to be crowded or babied. Just leave me o it. Don't ask me when I'im melting down ctupid questions
like are you okay’ — of covrse Im not okay! Iim in meltdown! Also, no, you can't help and, no, I can't just stop. Just leave me to
rant and get it out of my cystem. Don't baby me after too. I'im not made of glase and I don't need mothering. I'm often

emotionally exhausted and embarrassed after a meltdown <o just having you act normally wifl make the world of difference.” -

Julia

‘T have my partner Julia to thank for this — a demand shared is a demand hatved. She will involve me in cooking, washing,

cleaning ... which I know thic makes it more manageable for her. So, chare the demand and then it becomes lesc.” - Paul

You can find more information in the “What helps?' guides pages of the PDA society website
about PDA and friendships and PDA and relationships.

Therapy, counselling, mindfulness and meditation

For some PDAers, learning about PDA and finding strategies that work for them can make a
big difference to their emotional wellbeing. Others find that medication for things like anxiety,
depression or OCD helps too - and for many, it's a mix of both that offers the most support.
Theraopy and counselling can be useful, but these things might also feel like o demand.
Practitioners may need to adapt their approach to make it work. Here are some ideas that
others have shared as helpful:

T ctarted Alexander Technique lecsons in my teens for foot and back pain. Tve been a teacher myself for over 20 years and T
now realice thic was the bect thing I could have done. It givec me a level of phycical control and comfort that mostly can
overcome the negative cymptoms of PDA.” - Jenny Penny

‘Tve succeeded in reducing the amount of anxiety I feel through years of counselling and, perhaps moct effectively, one-on-one
Compacsion Focused Therapy and a emall group mindfulness covrse. These two techniques have both been proven via brain
ccans to rewire the brain to have fewer threat’ responses (F/gh?‘/F/igAt/Freeze). I ctifl feel a lot of anxiety, but lecs so ... T
continve to perform mindful meditation every day (but only very briefly because it feels like a demand!).” - Sally Cat

“The percon-centered counsellor training Ive done has been a coping strateqy for me ... [it] has empowered me to trust
mySELF. To believe that I might be OK as a functioning, interacting member of cociely. This training alco, I feel, has
empowered me to exprecs myself to create my graphic memes about my experience of living with PDA and, perhaps moct
importantly, to feel that Im OK inside.” - Sally Cat

The information on our Safe and appropriate services page could help you when thinking
about accessing support.
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https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/what-helps-guides/pda-and-friendships/
https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/what-helps-guides/pda-and-friendships/
https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/what-helps-guides/romantic-relationships-and-pda/
https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/what-helps-guides/romantic-relationships-and-pda/
https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/research-professional-practice/finding-safe-appropriate-services/
https://www.pdasociety.org.uk/research-professional-practice/finding-safe-appropriate-services/

