
ODD is a behaviour disorder like Conduct Disorder. Both terms are used to refer to children who 
persistently argue (‘oppose’) and disobey (‘defy’) those looking after them, much more than would 
normally be expected at their age. These behaviours have a negative impact on their lives and learning, on 
their psychosocial development and, if untreated, a significant effect on mental health in adulthood. 

Often a child with ODD has trouble at home with parents and siblings, in school with teachers, and usually 
struggle to make and keep friends. ODD is first seen in younger children; some may persist with conduct 
disorder through life, others may find it resolves; another form tends to begin with adolescence. These 
behaviour disorders form half of all referrals to the Children and Adolescent Mental Health Service 
(CAMHS). 

ODD refers to younger children and teenagers who fight against being controlled. In general, they: 

• are angry and irritable 
• often lose their temper 
• argue with authority and refuse to comply with requests or rules 
• often deliberately annoy people and blame others for mistakes 
• are spiteful or vindictive. 

How is ODD different from Pathological Demand Avoidance? 

ODD is sometimes confused with Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA). PDA is characterised by an 
extreme avoidance of everyday demands and is an anxiety-driven need to be in control. Also unlike ODD, 
children with PDA share many of the social communication, social interaction and sensory difficulties 
seen with Autism. 

‘I think for me the difference I found was that when I was told he was ODD I got tougher with him… but it 
still wasn't helping, and was in fact exacerbating the problems. It was only after getting the PDA diagnosis 
that I began to notice whilst he was refusing to do things it was more so in relation to something that was 
causing anxiety, for example going into shops, school etc. Then I began to also notice that he was 
displaying the behaviours to avoid demands.’ Parent of child misdiagnosed. 

Dr Laura Cockburn, an educational psychologist at the National Autistic Society, says: ‘It is possible for a 
child with autism to be given one of these diagnoses [ODD or CD] if a proper history is not taken and the 
proper psychological investigations are not carried out. If this happens the needs of the child concerned 
and their family are likely to be misjudged, with disastrous results.’ She recommends that parents ask to be 
referred to someone who specialises in the field of autism if they are concerned about misdiagnosis. 

https://www.goodschoolsguide.co.uk/special-educational-needs/types-of-sen/oppositional-defiant-

disorder 
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