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Abstract: Although children gain much of their social competency through observation of 

and instruction from other human beings we cannot view the development of social 

competence as simply a consequence of ‘purely environmental’ inputs that the child is 

shaped by. Both children, and the adults who interact with them, show substantial, 

heritable individual differences in their social information processing capabilities. This 

impacts upon how and what the children learn, and how and what the adults model and 

instruct. Furthermore, different children can evoke remarkably different reactions in the 

same adult, a phenomenon known as ‘evocative gene-environment correlation’. In this 

talk I will review studies of both normative social development, as well as 

neurodevelopmental disorders of social cognition - autism and conduct problems with 

callous-unemotional traits - to illustrate individual differences is social cognition and how 

these may actively impact the environment that the child develops in. I will also highlight 

what practical challenges these individual differences pose for interventions and how we 

might overcome them to best promote development of social competence in different 

individuals.  

 

 

TOWARDS AN UNDERSTANDING OF PATHOLOGICAL DEMAND AVOIDANCE 

Phil Christie 

 

Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA), first described by Elizabeth Newson, is now 

increasingly understood to be part of the autism spectrum.  Individuals who present with 

this particular diagnostic profile are driven to avoid everyday demands and expectations 

to an extreme extent.  This is rooted in an anxiety-based need to be in control. 

 

While PDA is relatively uncommon it is important to recognise and understand the 

distinct profile because it has implications for the way individuals are best supported and 

managed.  PDA is dimensional and effects individuals to a varying extent. 

 

This presentation will detail the original descriptions and understandings of the profile 

and how recent research is helping to refine this.  It will go on to consider how some of 

the strategies that are typically found to be effective for children and young people with 

autism (such as the use of routine, predictability and structure) need considerable 



adaptation, as individuals with PDA respond better to less direct and more negotiative 

approaches. 
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