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Ideas to support children who display anxiety in response to demands 

Information from www.pdasociety.org.uk: 

• Individualised, personalised support: Use a variety of different strategies and find out 

what works best for the child.  

• Understand the behaviour: Look beyond the surface level behaviour. Remember all 

behaviour is communication. Recognise anxiety as the driver for avoidance and feelings 

of being overwhelmed. Behaviours are often organised protectively to gain a sense of 

control as a protective coping mechanism, in order to feel safe. Behaviours may serve 

the function of avoiding anxieties/demands to remain in control of their environment.  

• Identify difficulties and triggers that cause the behaviour: Often these may relate to direct 

demands, suggestions, and expectations of others. Sensory overload can also contribute 

to anxiety and avoidance e.g. too much noise and too many people.  

• Relationships: Look at your role and relationship with the child. A more equal relationship 

based on collaboration and respect is most successful, more likely to build trust, and 

reduce less desirable behaviours.  

• Humour: Humour and playfulness can be successful approaches for demand avoidant 

children.  

• Depersonalise: The strategies the child uses to reduce their anxiety may be very 

challenging, but try not to take this personally, instead seeing it as a strategy to avoid 

their anxiety. This will help you manage your own emotional reactions.  

• Fresh starts: Treat every day as a fresh start and do not hold grudges.  

• Balance tolerance and demands: When there anxiety is heightened, reduce demands 

and expectations based on their tolerance levels.  

• Choose your battles: Approaches will need to be flexible. Boundaries are important to 

reinforce the safety of themselves and others, but for other circumstances, choose your 

battles. 

• Non-negotiable boundaries: These may include boundaries related to health and safety 

etc and will need to be planned for. Provide clear reasons for non-negotiable boundaries. 

They will be more likely to adhere to a boundary if they have a clear understanding of 

why it is important. Avoid making rules personal to them, but give the request/reason in 

general terms e.g. “It is the law or it is a health and safety rule that you need to....” 

• Rewards and consequences: Be mindful that traditional behaviourists methods of 

behaviour modification are often not successful for demand avoidant children (because 

they do not meet their underlying emotional needs and do not teach them to skills they 

need to regulate) and consequently may escalate the behaviours. Natural rewards and 

consequences can be successful, but a focus on empathic listening and therapeutic 

approaches is often useful.  

• Planning and preparation: Plan ahead with clear expectations. Be prepared to change 

and be flexible to accommodate for anxiety levels.  

• Non-directive: Use non-directive approaches and styles of communication to reduce and 

disguise demands and make them fun e.g. “bet I can get my coat on before you!” Don’t 

insist the child answers a question immediately or ask lots of questions repeatedly. Avoid 

pushing/challenging when you recognise visible signs of anxiety. 

• Roles of responsibility: Try to make them feel useful e.g. “it would be really helpful if you 

could just…” 
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• Teaching: Pretend you don’t know/get it wrong and ask them to teach you e.g. misread 

words in books or ask them to show you how to do something. Give the idea that you 

(the adult) require help as you are not sure what to do or can’t remember. 

• Challenges: Present challenges e.g. “I bet you can’t…” 

• Choices: Offer limited choices to give the child a sense of control and autonomy e.g. “do 

you want to have a bath or a shower tonight?”  

• Voice control: Use a calm, neutral voice, especially when they are demand avoiding. If 

you convey anxiety, stress or anger, you may increase their anxiety and escalate their 

behaviour.  

• Indirect praise: Praise may be perceived as a demand or an expectation to perform at 

that level again. Indirect praise can be helpful e.g. praising them to another adult while 

they are in ear shot. 

• Roleplay and props: Sometimes it can be easier and less direct to use roleplay or props 

e.g. through puppets.  

• Meltdowns: Try to view escalations as a panic attack and speak to them with a few calm 

words of reassurance.  

• Reflect: Following a difficult situation, it can be helpful to reflect back and think of ways to 

avoid a reoccurrence of this situation.  

• Team problem-solving: Work together to solve difficult situations with the young person. 

Express understanding and empathy then work together to come up with solutions e.g. “I 

understand why X was difficult for you… I wonder how I could help you in these 

situations?” 

• Key person: Key person time at the beginning and end of the day can help to reduce 

anxiety e.g. through meet and greet.  

• Safe space: Have an identified safe space to go to when feeling anxious.  

• Family/carer support: Strong home/school communication - share strategies, signposting 

for support, provide support to parents/key staff around anxiety.  
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