
Oppositional
defiance disorder

Oppositional defiance disorder is a pattern of behaviour that includes

anger towards authority, refusal to follow rules and instructions, and

verbal aggression and hostility towards peers and adults. All children

are sometimes rude, hostile, or defiant; for a diagnosis of ODD, there

must be a consistent pattern of this sort of behaviour for at least six

months, and it must be more severe than peers the same age. (It’s

developmentally normal, for example, for a 12-year-old to test

boundaries, seem constantly angry and hostile, and push back against

rules and authority; to be diagnosed with ODD, their behaviour would

need to be noticeably more severe than their peers going through the

same phase.)

Some children with ODD behave the same everywhere; others are only

hostile and defiant at home but behave well at school, or behave well at

home and then are rude and aggressive towards their teachers at

school. 

What is ODD?
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Oppositional defiance disorder is a response to something in a child or

teenager’s environment that isn’t working. This could be a permanent or

long-term situation (like poverty, an abusive home environment, or

another undiagnosed condition that is not being supported); or a

stressful or traumatic event (like bullying at school, parents divorcing,

or a close family member becoming seriously ill or dying). Children who

feel that they have no power, control, or autonomy may end up trying

to take power back in whatever way they can, which often looks like

becoming aggressive towards authority figures and refusing to follow

rules and instructions. 

What causes ODD?
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It’s not uncommon for autistic children and teenagers to show some of

the symptoms of ODD, particularly if they aren’t getting the support

they need. Anger and frustration are normal in autistic children who are

frequently misunderstood; struggle to communicate effectively; or are

expected to function in settings that are intolerable or complete tasks

that they don’t understand. Autistic children often commonly question

authority in a way that can look similar to ODD’s hostility towards

authority. For children with ODD, this pushback against rules and

instructions is more likely to be part of a general hostility towards

authority figures, and a way to avoid giving up their power and

autonomy. For autistic children, questioning authority is more likely to

be a genuine attempt to understand why a rule is in place so that it can

be remembered and followed correctly (which when combined with the

bluntness and lack of control over vocal volume and tone common in

autistic children, can come off as rude or even aggressive). 

Some autistic children also experience pathological demand avoidance,

or PDA. These children find any demands uncomfortable, anxiety-

provoking, or intolerable, which can look very similar to ODD. If you

think that your child may be struggling with demands in general

(including demands they make of themselves, like responding to their

body’s signals or working towards their own goals), and if your child’s

behaviour seems to be more oriented towards avoiding demands than

becoming aggressive towards authority (or they seem to be doing

both), you may want to look into PDA; our resource on PDA basics is a

good place to start. 

Some autistic children and teenagers become very good at

camouflaging their autistic traits, referred to as ‘masking’. These

children may not seem autistic at all, but under the surface are putting

in enormous amounts of effort to be just like their peers. The constant

stress of suppressing their autistic selves can lead to mental health and

behavioural problems like depression, anxiety, and in some cases, ODD

or similar behaviours. If you think this may be happening with your

child, have a look at our resources on what autistic traits look like:

What is autism (children)

What is autism (teenagers)

Autistic traits

 You can also speak to one of our Outreach Coordinators for support –

you can find a list of Outreach Coordinators by region here.

ODD and autism

https://autismnz.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/PDA-Basics.pdf
https://autismnz.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/What-is-autism-children.pdf
https://autismnz.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/What-is-autism-teenagers.pdf
https://autismnz.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Autistic-Traits-1.pdf
https://autismnz.org.nz/support-from-us/


This resource was written by an autistic author (2025)

3

For most children, a combination of talk therapy, environmental

changes, and parent education is effective in treating ODD. Therapy

helps children to learn techniques for regulating their emotions and

behaviour, and for addressing feelings of loss of control more

productively. In parent training, parents learn to manage their child’s

behaviour and break established patterns of hostility and aggression.

Family therapy may also be helpful to rebuild the relationship between

the child and their parents/caregivers, and to teach problem-solving

skills to the whole family.

Treating ODD


