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Introduction

Secrets of the ADHD Brain

Studies of the ADHD brain are fascinating — but few.
After nearly a century of evolving theories and diagnoses, attention deficit disorder became
the focus of dedicated scientific research only in the last few decades. Thanks to advances in
neurological science, plus a slowly diminishing stigma, we now know that ADHD is not a behavior problem but primarily a disorder of self-regulation that originates in the brain. More
specifically, ADHD traces back to the connections between key regions of the brain including
the prefrontal cortex.
Messages between regions of the ADHD brain are slowed, garbled, or lost. And that causes
different problems for different people. Those diagnosed with inattentive-type ADHD may
struggle to focus on boring tasks, to organize complex projects, and to manage their time effectively. Those diagnosed with hyperactive/impulsive-type ADHD may speak or act without
stopping to think, take unwarranted risks, and crave the stimulation of physical movement —
even at inappropriate times.
As research digs deeper into the genomic underpinnings of ADHD, the impact of epigenetics, and symptom differentiation between the genders, to name a few areas of study, we
are reminded that ADHD is a nuanced and complicated condition that rarely acts alone. It
cannot be summed up in one catch phrase, and it cannot be treated with one standard course
of medication and therapy.
This eBook does not aim to define or explain ADHD once and for all. Rather, it presents
the most compelling research and scientific revelations of the day to show why children and
adults with ADHD act and think the way they do. It’s only through knowledge that we gain
control, and it’s only through control that we begin to harness the power of our neurological
differences.
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Chapter 1: The Three Defining Features of
Your ADHD Brain
The textbook symptoms of ADD — inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity — fail to reflect
several of its most powerful characteristics: the ones that shape your perceptions, emotions,
and motivation. Here, Dr. William Dodson explains how to recognize and manage ADHD’s true
defining features.
By William Dodson, M.D.

ADHD is a confusing, contradictory, inconsistent, and frustrating condition. It is overwhelming to people who live with it every day. The diagnostic criteria that have been used
for the last 40 years are incomplete, and leave many people wondering whether they have the
condition, or something else entirely.
When considering a diagnosis, clinicians sort through and check off symptoms from long
lists; some sources cite as many as 100 traits. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders lists 18 criteria. Clinicians use the DSM primarily to identify symptoms, insurance
companies use it to determine coverage, and researchers use it to determine areas of worthwhile study.
The problem: These criteria describe only how ADHD affects children ages 6 to 12, and that has
led to misdiagnosis, misunderstanding, and failed treatment for teens, adults, and the elderly.
As a result of this incomplete DSM, many clinicians have only a vague understanding of what
ADHD means. They assume it equates to hyperactivity and poor focus, mostly in children.
They are wrong.
Other practitioners, including myself, have been trying to establish a simpler, clearer way to
understand the impairments of ADHD. We have been looking for the “bright and shining
line” that defines the condition, explains the impairments, and offers direction for treatment.
When we step back and ask, “What does everyone with ADHD have in common that people
without ADHD don’t experience?” a different set of symptoms takes shape.
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When we probe this question, three defining features of ADHD emerge that explain every
aspect of the condition:
1. an interest-based nervous system
2. emotional hyperarousal
3. rejection sensitivity

1. An Interest-Based Nervous System
What is an interest-based nervous system?

Despite its name, ADHD doesn’t actually cause a deficit of attention. It causes inconsistent
attention that is activated only under certain circumstances.
People with ADHD often say they “get in the zone” or “hit a groove.” These are ways of describing a state of hyperfocus — intense concentration on a particular task, during which the
individual feels she can accomplish anything. In fact, the adult with ADD may become so
intently focused that she loses all sense of how much time has passed.
This state is not activated by a teacher’s assignment or a boss’s request. It is created only by a
momentary sense of interest, competition, novelty, or urgency with a do-or-die deadline.
The phenomenon of hyperfocus illustrates how the ADHD nervous system is interest-based,
rather than importance- or priority-based.

How do I recognize an interest-based ADHD nervous system?

Clinicians often ask, “Can you pay attention?” And the answer is typically, “Sometimes.”
This is the wrong question. Parents, loved ones, and teachers answering it for a patient often
express frustration because they have seen the patient hone in on something enjoyable — like
video games — for hours. So the patient’s inability to conjure that same focus for other tasks
and projects is interpreted as defiance or selfishness.
Instead, practitioners should ask, “Have you ever been able to get engaged in an activity and
stay engaged?” Then, “Once you’re engaged, have you ever found anything you couldn’t do?”
Anyone with ADHD will answer along these lines: “I have always been able to do anything I
wanted so long as I could get engaged through interest, challenge, novelty, urgency, or passion.”
“I have never been able to tap in to the three things that organize and motivate everyone else:
importance, rewards, and consequences.”
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What can I do to manage an interest-based nervous system?
An effective ADHD management plan needs two parts:

1. medication to level the neurological playing field
2. a new set of rules that teach you how to get engaged on demand
Stimulant medications are very good at keeping people with ADHD from getting distracted
once they are engaged, but they do not build engagement themselves.
Most systems for planning and organization are built for neurotypical brains that use importance and time to spark motivation. Individuals with ADHD must create their own “owner’s
manual” for sparking interest by focusing on how and when they do well, and creating those
circumstances at the outset of a task.
This work is highly personal, and will change over time. It can involve strategies like
“body-doubling,” or asking another person to work in tandem with you. Or “injecting interest”
by transforming an otherwise boring task through imagination. For example, an anatomy student who is bored with studying can imagine she is learning the anatomy to save her idol’s life.

2. Emotional Hyperarousal
What is emotional hyperarousal?

Most people expect ADHD to create visible hyperactivity. This occurs in only 25% of children
and 5% of adults with ADHD. The rest experience an internal feeling of hyperarousal. When
I ask people with ADHD to elaborate on this, they say:
• “I’m always tense. I can never relax.”
• “I can’t just sit there and watch a TV program with the rest of the family.”
• “I can’t turn my brain and body off to go to sleep at night.”
People with ADHD have thoughts and emotions that are more intense than those of the average person. Their highs are higher and their lows are lower. They experience both happiness
and criticism more powerfully than their peers and loved ones do.
Children with ADHD know they are “different,” which is rarely experienced as a good thing.
They may develop low self-esteem because they realize they fail to get engaged and finish
what they start, and because they make no distinction between “what you do” and “who you
are.” Shame may become a dominant emotion in adulthood after years of harsh internal dialogue and criticism from others have become ingrained.
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How do I recognize emotional hyperarousal?

Clinicians are trained to recognize mood disorders, but not the intensity of moods that come
with ADHD. As a result, many people with ADHD are first misdiagnosed as having a mood
disorder. On average, an adult will see 2.3 clinicians and go through 6.6 antidepressant trials
before getting an accurate diagnosis of attention deficit disorder.
Mood disorders are characterized by moods that have taken on a life of their own, separate
from the events of a person’s life, often lasting for more than two weeks. Moods created by
ADHD are almost always triggered by events and perceptions, and resolve very quickly. They
are normal moods in every way except for their intensity.
To differentiate the two, clinicians should ask, “When you are upset, do you ‘get over it’ quickly?”
“Do you feel like you can’t rid your brain of a certain thought or idea when you want to?”

What can I do to manage emotional hyperarousal?

To counteract feelings of shame and low self-esteem, people with ADHD need support from
other individuals who believe they are good or worthwhile. This cheerleader may be a parent, older sibling, teacher, coach, or even a kind neighbor — anyone who sincerely thinks the
individual is good, likeable, and capable, especially when things go wrong.
A cheerleader’s main message is, “I know you, you’re a good person. If anybody could have
overcome these problems by hard work and sheer ability, it would have been you. So what that
tells me is that there’s something we don’t see that’s getting in your way. I want you to know I
will be there with you all the way until we figure out what it is and we master that problem.”
The key to low self-esteem and shame is helping a person with ADHD figure out how to
succeed despite his unique nervous system. The person with ADHD is not left alone with
feelings of shame — or blamed for falling short.

3. Rejection Sensitivity
What is rejection sensitivity?

Rejection sensitive dysphoria (RSD) is an intense vulnerability to feeling rejected, teased, or
criticized by important people in your life — regardless of whether those people are actually
doing so. RSD causes extreme emotional pain that may also be triggered by a sense of failure,
or falling short — failing to meet either your own high standards or others’ expectations.
It is a primitive reaction that people with ADHD often struggle to describe. They say, “I can’t
find the words to tell you what it feels like, but I can hardly stand it.” Often, people experience
RSD as physical pain, as though they’ve been stabbed or struck in their chest.
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Often, this intense emotional reaction is hidden from others. People experiencing it don’t
want to talk about it because of the shame they feel over their lack of control, or because they
don’t want people to know about this vulnerability.

How do I recognize rejection sensitivity?

The question to ask to identify RSD is, “For your entire life, have you always been much more
sensitive than other people you know to rejection, teasing, criticism, or your own perception
that you have failed?”
When a person internalizes the emotional response of RSD, it can look like the sudden development of a mood disorder. He or she may be saddled with a reputation as a “head case” who
needs to be “talked off the ledge.” When the emotional response of RSD is externalized, it can
look like a flash of rage. According to some estimates, half of the people who are mandated
by courts to receive anger-management training had previously unrecognized ADHD.
Some people avoid rejection by becoming people-pleasers. Others just opt out, and choose
not to try because any effort is so anxiety-provoking.

What can I do to manage rejection sensitivity?

Nearly all adolescents and adults with ADHD acknowledge experiencing rejection sensitivity.
For 30%, RSD is the most impairing aspect of their ADHD, in part because it does not respond to therapy.
Alpha-agonist medications, like guanfacine and clonidine, can help treat RSD. Only about one
in three people experience relief from either medication, but 60% experience robust benefits
when both are tried. When receiving effective treatment, people with RSD report feeling “at
peace,” or that they have “emotional armor.” They still see the same things happening that had
previously wounded them, but now those arrows bounce off without injury. They also report
that, rather than three or four simultaneous thoughts, they now have one thought at a time.

11

Expert eBook

CHAPTER 2

The Neurobiology of
Your ADHD Brain

12

Expert eBook

Chapter 2: The Neurobiology of Your
ADHD Brain
Research suggests that ADHD comprises several meaningful subgroups — each one having
a weak connection in the brain’s neural networks. Here, Joel Nigg, Ph.D. maps the regions of
the brain that control attention, impulsivity, and emotion — and explains why scientists are
studying the “white matter” connections between these circuits.
Compiled by Joel Nigg, Ph.D. and the ADDitude Editors

ADHD is commonly understood to have three subtypes:
1. Primarily Inattentive Type
2. Primarily Hyperactive Type
3. Combined Type
Researchers studying the ADHD brain believe the condition is much more nuanced than this.
“Some kids are anxious. Some are angry. Some don’t have problems with emotions, but can’t
pay attention. ADHD is variable,” says Joel Nigg, Ph.D., “children with ADHD appear to
exhibit different profiles of emotional regulation and attention problems, perhaps associated
with different patterns of maturation of brain networks.” The ADHD brain is never the same
twice. That said, most ADHD brains do share commonalities.
The ADHD brain is smaller. Brain scans show that ADHD brains are, on average, about 10%
smaller than neurotypical brains.
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How Neurotransmitters Work in ADHD Brains

by Larry Silver, M.D.

There are millions of cells, or neurons, densely
packed into various regions of the brain. Each region is responsible for a particular function. Some
regions interact with our outside world, interpreting vision, hearing, and other sensory inputs to
help us figure out what to do and say. Other regions interact with our internal world — our body
— in order to regulate the function of our organs.

first disorder found to respond to medications to
correct this underlying deficiency. Like all neurotransmitters, norepinephrine is synthesized
within the brain. The basic building block of each
norepinephrine molecule is dopa; this tiny molecule is converted into dopamine, which, in turn, is
converted into norepinephrine.

For the various regions to do their jobs, these
areas of the brain must be linked to one another
with extensive “wiring.” Of course, there aren’t
really wires in the brain. Rather, there are myriad
“pathways,” or neural circuits, that carry information from one brain region to another.

A Four-Way Partnership

ADHD seems to involve impaired neurotransmitter activity in four functional regions of the
brain:
1. Frontal cortex. This region orchestrates
high-level functioning: maintaining attention,
organization, and executive function. A deficiency
of norepinephrine within this brain region might
cause inattention, problems with organization,
and/or impaired executive functioning.

Information is transmitted along these pathways via the action of neurotransmitters (scientists
have identified 50 different ones, and there may
be as many as 200). Each neuron produces tiny
quantities of a specific neurotransmitter, which
are released into the microscopic space that exists
between neurons (called a synapse), stimulating
the next cell in the pathway — and no others.

2. Limbic system. This region, located deeper
in the brain, regulates our emotions. A deficiency
in this region might result in restlessness, inattention, or emotional volatility.

How does a specific neurotransmitter know
precisely which neuron to attach to, when there
are so many other neurons nearby? Each neurotransmitter has a unique molecular structure — a
“key,” if you will — that is able to attach only to a
neuron with the corresponding receptor site, or
“lock.” When the key finds the neuron bearing
the right lock, the neurotransmitter binds to and
stimulates that neuron.

3. Basal ganglia. These neural circuits regulate communication within the brain. Information from all regions of the brain enters the basal
ganglia, and is then relayed to the correct sites in
the brain. A deficiency in the basal ganglia can
cause information to “short-circuit,” resulting in
inattention or impulsivity.
4. Reticular activating system. This is
the major relay system among the many pathways
that enter and leave the brain. A deficiency in the
RAS can cause inattention, impulsivity, or hyperactivity.

The ADHD brain has neurotransmitter
deficiencies. Brain scientists have found that
deficiencies in specific neurotransmitters underlie
many common disorders, including anxiety, mood
disorders, anger-control problems, and obsessivecompulsive disorder.

These four regions interact with one another,
so a deficiency in one region may cause a problem
in one or more of the other regions. ADHD may
be the result of problems in one or more of these
regions.

ADHD was the first disorder found to be the
result of a deficiency of a specific neurotransmitter — in this case, norepinephrine — and the
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The ADHD brain has weak connections between different brain networks. At a cellular
level, neurons transmit messages and make connections between and within different brain
regions — the frontal lobe, the temporal lobe, the parietal lobe, and the occipital lobe — as
well as subcortical structures. Brain scans show that connections in the networks of ADHD
brains are underdeveloped, suggesting problems with the quality of the connections between
neurons, which are called axons.
The ADHD brain matures more slowly than a neurotypical brain does. That means the
ADHD brain processes information more slowly, and less efficiently. “As a child matures, the
white matter — or the myelin sheath — around the axons continues to develop and mature
until the 20s. In people with ADHD, the brain could continue to mature until the 30s. This
growth in myelin is like replacing a dial-up telephone Internet connection with a fiber optic
cable. It makes neural transmissions faster and more efficient,” Nigg says. “Recent research
has shown that there are changes to axon growth in the ADHD brain as well. Recent neuropsychological studies suggest that people with the condition process information more slowly,
and there is more ‘noise’ during their processing. This may be related to the immaturity of
myelin fibers, which makes the axon’s neural transmission between certain brain circuits less
efficient.”

The Five Key Networks of the ADHD Brain
In his research, Nigg and his collaborators have concentrated specifically on the connections
between and within these regions of the brain:
1. Frontal cortex
2. Parietal cortex
3. Basal ganglia
4. Thalamus
5. Nucleus accumbens
Underdeveloped axonal fibers in the connections between these regions may help to explain the
inattention, impulsivity, and emotional regulation problems so common in people with ADHD.
The fronto-cerebellar network links the frontal cortex to the cerebellum. The executive
function network links the frontal cortex, the parietal cortex, and the subcortical areas (basal
ganglia). The attentional network links the frontal cortex to the supplementary motor cortex
and the parietal cortex. Each network could be a locus of dysfunction for people with ADHD.
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Two fundamental kinds of brain signaling must be considered to understand ADHD.
Bottom-Up Signaling: The signaling from the back of the brain to the front of the brain, and
from the interior of the brain to the outer part of the brain is bottom-up signaling. Those signals respond to sensory input — what we see and hear — and immediately trigger attentional
capture or emotional reaction.
Top-Down Signaling: In response to these bottom-up signals, top-down signals come from
neurons projecting either from the prefrontal cortex backward towards the back of the cortex
or downward into the interior of the brain to modulate the spontaneous bottom-up signals.
The top-down modulatory signals are based on our goals, our learning, or what we want to
be doing. They respond to internal signals instead of external signals.
In a neurotypical brain, there is a good balance of bottom-up and top-down signaling. Bottom-up systems appropriately interrupt attention when something important happens (e.g.,
someone physically draws near, a loud sound startles you, or the teacher frowns). These are
occurrences that your brain recognizes as something unexpected, not-supposed-to-happen
in the moment, and makes you notice, so that you can modify your top-down response.
In ADHD brains, however, these top-down signals are relatively weak. One hypothesis is that
they are overpowered by the much more powerful bottom-up signals. And that imbalance
manifests in several different ways, depending the area of the brain impacted.
Nigg and his team have focused on three common manifestations of this imbalance:
1. Inattention
2. Impulsivity
3. Emotional regulation

1. How the ADHD Brain Causes Inattention
Inattention, a primary symptom of ADHD, may bring a shortage of focus — or an abundance.
An inattentive child may struggle to focus on her teacher when squirrels are playing outside.
Or, an inattentive child may be so hyperfocused on a video game that the outside world fades away.
ADHD makes it hard to pay attention on demand and to break focus on something interesting.
Why? Welcome and unwelcome distractions activate the brain’s “automatic attention capture
system,” which reflexively responds to sights and sounds.
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The “automatic attention capture system” then sends a “bottom-up” signal to the parietal
lobe. That’s the section of the brain responsible for tracking long-term goals and obligations.
The parietal lobe should reply with a “top-down” signal reminding the brain of its long-term
goals and obligations.
But in ADHD brains, the connections between neural networks are underdeveloped and
weak, which means:
• There is not enough “top-down” control.
• The signal to ignore distraction and to refocus is lost.
• The person with ADHD keeps playing or zoning out with no reminder to reset.
“It’s as if [the sections of the brain] are not talking to each other,” Nigg says. “Because the
front of the brain can’t capture attention, the behavior is not suppressed.”
In other words, focus is not a matter of willpower or motivation. Focus is a function of the
axonal fibers connecting different regions of your brain, and that is complex science.

2. How the ADHD Brain Creates Impulsivity
Impulsivity is the tendency to act or speak on a whim. An impulsive child may blurt out an
answer before raising her hand. He may leap off the jungle gym without considering how or
where he’ll land. Or she may react to frustration or embarrassment with a punch or scream.
ADHD impairs the ability to stop and consider the consequences before speaking or doing.
How? The thalamus area of the brain controls response inhibition. It works like a gate —
sending signals to allow or stop behaviors.
When the brain detects a red flag — a behavior that is not in your best interest — its limbic-hippocampal connections relay a warning from the thalamus to the frontal cortex. That’s
the control center of the brain that handles emotional expression and problem-solving.
In ADHD brains, the thalamus gate is broken, and behavior doesn’t get suppressed when it
should. That means a person with ADHD may be unable to:
• Hold back a comment that may hurt someone’s feelings
• Rein in short-term desires, like eating candy or spending money
“People without ADHD have the ability to stop, mid-stream if they recognize a person is not
smiling,” Nigg says. “The average adult needs only 200 milliseconds of warning to interrupt
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something they are about to do, even if they started doing it. The average child needs about
280 milliseconds. The child with ADHD needs 20-30 milliseconds longer warning [to correct
course], which is an eternity when it comes to behavior control.”
In other words, impulsive behavior is not simply rudeness or lack of self-discipline. It is a
function of the interior signaling system of the brain.

3. How the ADHD Brain Impairs Emotional Regulation
Your child drops his ice cream and explodes into an hours-long temper tantrum. Or your
spouse can’t find the remote and is suddenly screaming at no one in particular. ADHD
impairs the ability to regulate feelings — anger, anxiety, or sadness. The result: overblown
emotional reactions to small setbacks or challenges.
The brain’s amygdala regions handle emotional reaction and decision-making. A flood of anger or worry tells the amygdala to relay a “bottom-up” message to the cerebral cortex. In turn,
the cerebral cortex then sends a “top-down” signal to inhibit emotional response, so you can
take a deep breath and think things through.
In ADHD brains, this connection is weak. That means a person with ADHD may:
• Have an emotional reaction that seems out-of-sync with its cause
• Struggle to calm down once an emotion has taken hold
• Seem insensitive to, or unaware of, the emotions of others
“Emotion regulation is a big part of ADHD that has been traditionally ignored,” Nigg says.
“People with ADHD over-respond to rewards when they are immediate, and don’t remember
or value future rewards, which indicates a potential breakdown in the regulatory system.”
“When comparing ADHD brains to those without the condition, we see that the connection
between the prefrontal cortex and the reward system has reduced activation, especially in the
dorsal part of the prefrontal cortex. This could explain overexcitement, frustration and anger,
and inability to wait for delayed rewards.”

4. How the ADHD Brain Causes Distractibility
By Oren Mason, M.D., and Tamara Rosier, Ph.D.

Your child is listening to her teacher explain multiplication tables, when a butterfly catches
her eye outside the window. She slips away into a daydream about recess. You are working
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on a project, when your coworker walks by. Suddenly you are wondering: Did he give you a
funny look? What did you do to prompt it? Was he cold during a meeting last week? You are
lost in over-analyzing, and forget the task at hand. It’s hard for ADHD brains to buckle down
and do what they need to do, when they need to do it.
The default mode network (DMN) spans the regions of the brain that are active when no
specific task is being performed — while daydreaming. It is made up of the:
• Precuneus/posterior cingulate cortex
• Medial prefrontal cortex
• Lateral and inferior parietal cortex
In neurotypical brains, the DMN is most active in periods of wakeful rest: mind-wandering,
contemplation, reflection, and assessing others’ perspectives. When a person switches over to
a goal-directed task — like writing a paper — the DMN deactivates and attentional pathways/
cognitive control networks engage.
In ADHD brains, the DMN does not turn off when attention circuits turn on; there are weak
connections between the DMN and cognitive control centers. This causes attentional lapses.
For example, people with ADHD can instruct their focus control system to pay attention to
the task at hand — a pile of bills that need to be paid — but the circuits that connect to the
DMN fail to send the instructions to focus on the bills. When the DMN notices a new magazine lying next to the pile of bills, emotional interest centers light up and overwhelm the
weak voice of the cognitive centers.
What may look like behavioral choices — laziness, sloppiness, and forgetfulness — are likely
due to differences in brain structure.
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part one
ADHD Behaviors: Why We Act the Way We Do
Emotional. Slow to mature. Sensitive. Passionate. If you grew up with an ADHD brain,
chances are you’ve always felt “different.” Here’s a scientific explanation, finally, of why
we act the way we do.
By William Dodson, M.D.

What I have come to understand — something that people with ADHD know from an early
age — is that, if you have an ADHD nervous system, you might as well have been born on a
different planet.
Most people with ADHD have always known they are different. They were told by parents,
teachers, employers, spouses, and friends that they did not fit the common mold, and that
they had better shape up if they wanted to make something of themselves.
As if they were immigrants, they were told to assimilate into the dominant culture and become like everyone else. Unfortunately, no one told them how to do this. No one revealed the
bigger secret: It couldn’t be done, no matter how hard they tried. The only outcome would be
failure, made worse by the accusation that they will never succeed because ADHD in adults
means they don’t try hard enough or long enough.

The Positive Side of Your ADHD Brain

It seems odd to call a condition a disorder when the condition comes with so many positive
features.
People with an ADHD-style nervous system tend to be great problem-solvers. They wade
into problems that have stumped everyone else and jump to the answer. They are affable, likable
people with a sense of humor. They have what Paul Wender called “relentless determination.”
When they get hooked on a challenge, they tackle it with one approach after another until they
master the problem — and they lose interest entirely when it is no longer a challenge.
Despite ADHD’s association with learning disabilities, most people with an ADHD nervous system have significantly higher-than-average IQs. They also use those higher IQs in
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different ways than do neurotypical people. By the time most people with the condition reach
high school, they are able to tackle problems that stump everyone else, and can jump to solutions that no one else saw. If I could name the qualities that would assure a person’s success
in life, I would say being bright, being creative with that intelligence, and being well-liked. I
would add hardworking and diligent to the list. I would want many of the traits that people
with ADHD possess.
The main obstacle to understanding and managing ADHD has been the unstated and incorrect assumption that individuals with ADHD could and should be like the rest of us. For neurotypicals and adults with ADHD alike, here is a detailed portrait of why those with attention
deficit do what they do.

How the Rest of the World Functions

The 90 percent of non-ADHD people in the world are referred to as “neurotypical.” It is not
that they are “normal” or better. Their neurology is accepted and endorsed by the world. For
people with a neurotypical nervous system, being interested in a task, or challenged, or finding a task novel or urgent is helpful, but it is not a prerequisite for doing it.
Neurotypical people use three different factors to decide what to do, how to get started on it,
and to stick with it until it is completed:
1. the concept of importance — they think they should get it done
2.	the concept of secondary importance — they are motivated by the fact that their parents, teacher, boss, or someone they respect thinks the task is important to tackle and
to complete
3.	the concept of rewards for doing a task and for consequences/punishments for not
doing it
A person with an ADHD nervous system has never been able to use the idea of importance or
rewards to start and do a task. They know what’s important, they like rewards, and they don’t
like punishment. But for them, the things that motivate the rest of the world are merely nags.
The inability to use importance and rewards to get motivated has a lifelong impact on the
lives of individuals with ADHD:
 ow can those diagnosed with the condition choose between multiple options if they
• H
can’t use the concepts of importance and rewards to motivate them?
 ow can they make major decisions if the concepts of importance and rewards are
• H
neither helpful in making a decision nor a motivation to do what they choose?
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Why We Don’t Function Well in a Linear World

The ADHD world is curvilinear. Past, present, and future are never separate and distinct.
Everything is now. People with ADHD live in a permanent present, and have a hard time
learning from the past or looking into the future to see the inescapable consequences of their
actions. “Acting without thinking” is the definition of impulsivity, and it is one of the reasons
that individuals with ADHD have trouble learning from experience.
It also means that people with ADHD aren’t good at ordination — planning and doing parts
of a task in order. Tasks in the neurotypical world have a beginning, a middle, and an end.
Individuals with ADHD don’t know where and how to start, since they can’t find the beginning. They jump into the middle of a task and work in all directions at once. Organization
becomes an unsustainable task because organizational systems work on linearity, importance,
and time.

Why We Are Overwhelmed
People in the ADHD world experience life more intensely and more passionately than do
neurotypicals. They have a low threshold for outside sensory experience because the day-today experience of their five senses and their thoughts is always on high volume. The ADHD
nervous system is overwhelmed by life experiences because its intensity is so high by default.
The ADHD nervous system is rarely at rest. It wants to be engaged in something interesting and challenging. Attention is never “deficit.” It is always excessive, constantly occupied
with internal reveries and engagements. When people with ADHD are not in The Zone of
hyperfocus, they have four or five things rattling around in their minds all at once and for
no obvious reason — like five people talking to you simultaneously. Nothing gets sustained,
undivided attention. Nothing gets done well.
Many people with ADHD can’t screen out sensory input. Sometimes this is related to only
one sensory realm, such as hearing. In fact, the phenomenon is called hyperacusis (amplified
hearing), even when the disruption comes from another of the five senses. Here are some
examples:
• Th
 e slightest sound in the house prevents falling asleep, and overwhelms the ability to
disregard it.
• Any movement, no matter how small, is distracting.
• Certain smells, which others barely notice, cause people with ADHD to leave the room.
Individuals with ADHD have their worlds constantly disrupted by experiences of which the
neurotypical is unaware. This disruption enforces the perception of the ADHD person as being
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odd, prickly, demanding, and high-maintenance. But this is all that people with ADHD have
ever known. It is their normal. The notion of being different, and that difference being perceived
as unacceptable by others, is made a part of how they are regarded. It is a part of their identity.
Sometimes, a person with ADHD can hit the do-or-die deadline and produce lots of
high-quality work in a short time. A whole semester of study is crammed into a single night
of hyperfocused perfection. Some people with ADHD create crises to generate the adrenaline
to get them engaged and functional. The “masters of disasters” handle high-intensity crises
with ease, only to fall apart when things become routine again.
Lurching from crisis to crisis, however, is a tough way to live life. Occasionally, I run across people who use anger to get the adrenaline rush they need to get engaged and be productive. They
resurrect resentments or slights, from years before, to motivate themselves. The price they pay
for their productivity is so high that they may be seen as having personality disorders.

Why We Don’t Always Get Things Done

People with ADHD are both mystified and frustrated by the intermittent ability to be super-human when interested, and challenged yet unable to start and sustain projects that are boring
to them. It is not that they don’t want to accomplish things or are unable to do the task. They
know they are bright and capable because they’ve proved it many times. The lifelong frustration
is never to be certain that they will be able to engage when needed, when they are expected to,
when others depend on them to. When people with ADHD see themselves as undependable,
they begin to doubt their talents and feel the shame of being unreliable.
Mood and energy level also swing with variations of interest and challenge. When bored,
unengaged, or trapped by a task, the person with ADHD is lethargic, quarrelsome, and filled
with dissatisfaction.

Why Our Motors Always Run

By the time most people with ADHD are adolescents, their physical hyperactivity has been
pushed inward and hidden. But it is there and it still impairs the ability to engage in the moment,
to listen to other people, to relax enough to fall asleep at night, and to have periods of peace.
So when the distractibility and impulsivity are brought back to normal levels by stimulant
medication, a person with ADHD may not be able to make use of his becalmed state. He is
still driven forward as if by a motor on the inside, hidden from the rest of the world.
By adolescence, most people with ADHD-style nervous systems have acquired the social
skills necessary to cover up the fact that they are not present. But they rarely get away with it
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entirely. When they tune back into what has gone on while they were lost in their thoughts,
the world has moved on without them. Uh-oh. They are lost and do not know what is going
on, what they missed, and what is now expected of them. Their re-entry into the neurotypical
world is unpleasant and disorienting. To individuals with ADHD, the external world is not as
bright as the fantastic ideas they had while lost in their own thoughts.

Why Organization Eludes Us

The ADHD mind is a vast and unorganized library. It contains masses of information in snippets, but not whole books. The information exists in many forms — as articles, videos, audio
clips, Internet pages — and also in forms and thoughts that no one has ever had before. But
there is no card catalog, and the “data” is not organized by subject or even alphabetized.
Each person with ADHD has his or her own brain library and way of storing that huge
amount of material. No wonder the average person with ADHD cannot access the right piece
of information at the moment it is needed — there is no reliable mechanism for locating it.
Important items (especially those important ony to someone else) have no fixed place, and
might as well be invisible or missing entirely. For example:
The child with ADHD comes home and tells Mom that he has no homework to do. He watches TV
or plays video games until his bedtime. Then he recalls that he has a major report due in the morning. Was the child consciously lying to the parent, or was he truly unaware of the important task?
For a person with ADHD, information and memories that are out of sight are out of mind.
Her mind is a computer in RAM, with no reliable access to information on the hard drive.
Working memory is the ability to have data available in one’s mind, and to be able to manipulate that data to come up with an answer or a plan of action. The mind of a person with
ADHD is full of the minutiae of life (“Where are my keys?” “Where did I park the car?”), so
there is little room left for new thoughts and memories. Something has to be discarded or
forgotten to make room for new information. Often the information individuals with ADHD
need is in their memory…somewhere. It is just not available on demand.

Why We Don’t See Ourselves Clearly

People from the ADHD world have little self-awareness. While they can often read other
people well, it is hard for the average person with ADHD to know, from moment to moment,
how they themselves are doing, the effect they are having on others, and how they feel about
it all. Neurotypicals misinterpret this as being callous, narcissistic, uncaring, or socially inept.
Taken together, the vulnerability of a person with ADHD to the negative feedback of others,
and the lack of ability to observe oneself in the moment, make a witch’s brew.
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If a person cannot see what is going on in the moment, the feedback loop by which he learns
is broken. If a person does not know what is wrong or in what particular way it is wrong, she
doesn’t know how to fix it. If people with ADHD don’t know what they’re doing right, they
don’t do more of it. They don’t learn from experience.
The inability of the ADHD mind to discern how things are going has many implications:
Many people with ADHD find that the feedback they get from other people is different
from what they perceive. They find out, many times (and often too late), that the other
people were right all along. It isn’t until something goes wrong that they are able to see and
understand what was obvious to everybody else. Then, they come to believe that they can’t
trust their own perceptions of what is going on. They lose self-confidence. Even if they argue
it, many people with ADHD are never sure that they are right about anything.
People with ADHD may not be able to recognize the benefits of medication, even when
those benefits are obvious. If a patient sees neither the problems of ADHD nor the benefits of
treatment, he finds no reason to continue treatment.
Individuals with ADHD often see themselves as misunderstood, unappreciated, and attacked for no reason. Alienation is a common theme. Many think that only another person
with ADHD could possibly “get” them.

Why We’re Time Challenged

People with ADHD don’t have a reliable sense of time; everything happens right now or not
at all. Along with the concept of ordination (what must be done first, what must come second), productive people must also be aware of time. The thing at the top of the list must be
done first, and there must be time left to do everything else.
I have made the observation that 85 percent of my patients with ADHD do not wear or own
a watch. More than half of those who wore a watch did not use it, but wore it as jewelry, or to
not hurt the feelings of the person who gave it to them. For individuals with ADHD, time is
a meaningless abstraction. It seems important to other people, but people with ADHD have
never gotten the hang of it.
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part two
Focus on Hyperfocus: How and Why ADHD Brains Get in the
Zone
A common — but confusing — symptom of ADHD is called “hyperfocus,” or the ability
to zero in intensely on an interesting project or activity for hours at a time.
By Royce Flippin

What Is Hyperfocus? Is It a Symptom of ADHD?

Hyperfocus is the tendency of children and adults with ADHD to focus very intently on
things that interest them. At times, the focus is so strong that they become oblivious to the
world around them. Hyperfocus is the flipside of another ADHD symptom: distractibility.

How Does Hyperfocus Affect Children and Adults with ADHD?

For children, the object of hyperfocus might be playing a video game or watching TV. For
adults, it might be shopping or surfing social media. But whatever holds the attention, the result is the same: Unless something or someone interrupts, hours drift by and important tasks
and relationships fall by the wayside.
“People who think ADHD means having a short attention span misunderstand what ADHD
is,” says Kathleen Nadeau, Ph.D., a psychologist in Silver Spring, Maryland, and the author
of ADD-Friendly Ways to Organize Your Life. “A better way to look at it is that people with
ADHD have a dis-regulated attention system.”

What Causes Hyperfocus?

Like distractibility, hyperfocus is thought to result from abnormally low levels of dopamine, a
neurotransmitter that is particularly active in the brain’s frontal lobes. This dopamine deficiency makes it hard to “shift gears” to take up boring-but-necessary tasks.
“Children and adults with ADHD have difficulty shifting attention from one thing to another,”
says ADHD expert Russell Barkley, Ph.D. “If they’re doing something they enjoy or find psychologically rewarding, they’ll tend to persist in this behavior after others would normally
move on to other things. The brains of people with ADHD are drawn to activities that give
instant feedback.”
In the view of Larry Silver, M.D., a psychiatrist at Georgetown University Medical School, in
Washington D.C., such intense concentration is actually a coping mechanism. “It’s a way of
dealing with distraction,” Silver says. “College kids with ADHD tell me they intentionally go
into a state of intense focus to get work done. Younger kids do the same thing unconsciously
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when they’re doing something pleasurable, like watching a movie or playing a computer
game. Often they aren’t even aware that they’re focusing so intensely.”

Is Hyperfocus Bad?

There’s nothing inherently harmful about hyperfocus. In fact, it can be an asset. Some people
with ADHD, for example, are able to channel their focus on something productive, such as
a school- or work-related activity. Others allow themselves to hyperfocus on something as a
reward for completing a dull but important task.
“Many scientists, writers, and artists with ADHD have had very successful careers, in large
part because of their ability to focus on what they’re doing for hours on end,” says Nadeau.
But unrestrained intense focus is most often a liability. Left unchecked, it can lead to failure
in school, lost productivity on the job, and strained relationships with friends and at home.
“Children with ADHD often gravitate to what’s entertaining and exciting, and are averse
to doing things they don’t want to do,” says Joseph Biederman, M.D., head of the pediatric
psychopharmacology program at Massachusetts General Hospital, in Boston. “Combine this
with poor time management and problems socializing, both of which are typical of kids with
ADHD, and the child can end up playing Nintendo alone all weekend long.”
Adults with ADHD tell stories of missing meetings or deadlines because they got so absorbed
in something that they lost track of time. In one extraordinary case history, cited by Nadeau,
a woman with ADHD was so focused on a project that she failed to notice that her house
had caught fire. “It was only when firemen came through the house, searching for anyone left
inside, that she looked up and realized what was going on,” says Nadeau.

How Can I Train My Child’s Hyperfocus?

If a child with ADHD tends to get lost in a favorite activity, parents or teachers should first
take steps to limit the amount of time the child is allowed to spend on the activity. “Even if a
child is on ADHD medication, playing Nintendo will always be more attractive than studying
for a math test,” says Biederman. “So the child should be allowed to play it only in doses —
not at the expense of an entire day.”
“If you have a child who hyperfocuses on a favorite activity, you’ll need to counter this tendency by being extra-vigilant about limiting the time spent on the activity, and about being
careful to stick to his schedule,” says Carol Brady, Ph.D., a Houston psychologist. “It can also
help to make an agreement with your child ahead of time about when the activity can be
done, and when it can’t.”
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It’s essential to develop a system to help your kids redirect their focus. When the time comes
to conclude the activity, Brady recommends being a bit flexible and, if possible, waiting for
a natural break — the conclusion of a TV show, for example. But it’s not enough to give the
child a time limit and expect her to stop. “I tell parents they’ll need to do something to break
the ‘trance’ their child is in,” says Silver, “such as tapping him on the shoulder, waving a hand
in front of his face, or standing between him and the television or computer screen.” Unless
you do, he says, the child may not even realize that you are trying to get his attention.
“These children aren’t being disobedient,” Nadeau says. “Their brains just aren’t registering
what you’re saying. That’s why the interruption should never be done angrily, and why you
should allow a few minutes for the shift in attention to occur. It’s almost like pulling someone
out of a dream.”
To help smooth this process, Nadeau recommends taking the time to educate your child
about the way his or her brain works. “Your child needs to understand why it’s hard for her to
stop doing something she’s really into,” she says. “The child also needs to know that, because
of this, teachers and parents may have to intervene from time to time to stop an activity.”

How Can I Train My Hyperfocus?

For adults with ADHD, managing bouts of hyperfocus requires setting up external cues to
redirect their attention. “This sort of intense focus isn’t something you can just buck up and
talk yourself out of,” Barkley says.
Nadeau, who has ADHD herself, often experiences hyperfocus when she tackles a writing
project. So she sets a timer to remind herself of appointments she needs to keep or phone
calls she needs to make. Computer messages, designed to pop up on the screen at preset
times, can also be useful. So is enlisting the help of a spouse or co-worker. “I worked with one
man who got so absorbed in his work that he trained a colleague to come and pull him out of
his office for meetings,” says Nadeau.
Another of Nadeau’s patients was in the habit of working on his computer after dinner. “He
would completely zone out,” says Nadeau, “to the point where his wife would go to bed and
he wouldn’t even notice. He’d just keep working until two or three in the morning.” Exasperated, the man’s wife began literally pulling the plug on his computer when bedtime arrived.
“It was the only way to get his attention,” Nadeau says.

Making Boring Tasks More Compelling

Ultimately, the best way to deal with hyperfocus is not to fight it but to harness it. “If school
or work can be made stimulating, it will grab focus in the same way,” Nadeau says.
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“Kids with ADHD are demanding a higher standard of teaching,” says William Sears, M.D.,
associate clinical professor of pediatrics at the University of California, Irvine, School of Medicine. “A child with ADHD gets bored quickly when he’s asked to memorize a bunch of history
dates. But if he helps write a play on the subject and then performs in it, he’s going to shine.”
The same is true for adults. “A job that provides public accountability, along with more
immediate and enjoyable consequences, can be ideal for those with ADHD,” Barkley says.
“Perhaps this is why 35 percent of people with ADHD are self-employed by the time they’re
in their thirties — a figure far higher than the norm.”

The Upside of Hyperfocus

Once you learn to turn hyperfocus to your favor, it can be a built-in advantage. Stories
abound about individuals with ADHD who can concentrate intently for long stretches of
time on complex projects. “When I used to direct TV commercials, I could never get myself
to sit down and do an expense report,” says Frank Coppola, of New York City, an ADHD
coach who himself has ADHD. “But on the set, I’d have nine things going on simultaneously,
and I could focus on all of them without any problem.”
“I coach baseball,” notes Sears, “and I always put kids with ADHD in as pitchers and catchers. As pitchers, their ability to hyperfocus helps them focus on the target, and as catchers, it
heightens their awareness of the batter. Kids with ADHD make great hockey goalies for the
same reason. When the puck’s at the other end of the rink, they’re looking around, distracted
— but as soon as the puck comes down the rink toward them, they click in to hyperfocus and
become very alert.”

part three
Focus on Motivation: Why ADHD Causes Inconsistent Drive
Why do adults and children with ADHD have strong motivation and executive function
for some tasks and never find the cognitive spark to do others?
By Thomas Brown, Ph.D.

Despite the many differences among children and adults with ADHD, there is one similarity shared by virtually all of them: passionate hyperfocus. Although they have considerable
chronic difficulty in getting organized and getting started on many tasks, focusing their attention, sustaining their efforts, and utilizing their short-term working memory, all of those diagnosed with ADHD tend to have at least a few specific activities or tasks for which they have
no difficulty in exercising these very same functions in a normal or an extraordinary way.
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This inconsistency in motivation and performance is the most puzzling aspect of ADHD. It seems
like the child or adult who can focus very well for some tasks should be able to do the same for
other tasks recognized as important. It appears this is a simple lack of “willpower.” If you can do it
for this, why can’t you do it for that and that, which are even more important? However, ADHD is
not a matter of willpower. It is a problem with the dynamics of the chemistry in the brain.
One of my patients once told me: “I’ve got a sexual metaphor you can use to explain what it’s
like to have ADHD. It’s like having erectile dysfunction of the mind. If the task you are faced
with is something really interesting to you, you can perform. But if the task is not something
that’s intrinsically interesting to you, you can’t perform. It doesn’t matter how much you tell
yourself, ‘I need to, I ought to.’ It’s just not a willpower kind of thing.”
Recent research offers considerable evidence that ADHD is not a “willpower kind of thing,” even
though, in many ways, it appears to be. When individuals with ADHD are faced with a task that
is really interesting to them, not because someone told them that it ought to be interesting — but
because it is interesting to them at that moment — that perception, conscious or unconscious,
changes the chemistry of the brain instantly. This process is not under voluntary control.
The willpower assumption is based on two fundamental misunderstandings of how the
human brain works. This assumption ignores the complex and powerful role of unconscious
emotions in the brain’s processes of motivation, and it does not recognize the critical importance of working memory for prioritizing tasks moment by moment.
The primary difference between Google searches and any given individual’s motivations, beyond
the obvious differences in the size of the information database, is the process by which relevance
and prioritizing of information is determined. Google prioritizes based on the relevance of manifest content, and on the frequency of demand in similar searches by others. The primary basis on
which humans prioritize information is the emotion associated with conscious and unconscious
memories activated by the individual’s thoughts and perceptions at any given moment.

Your Emotional Brain

In 1996, neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux, Ph.D., published The Emotional Brain, a book highlighting the central importance of emotion in the brain’s cognitive functioning. He emphasized that emotions — mostly unconscious emotions — are powerful and critically important
motivators of human thought and actions. This understanding of the essential role of emotion in all aspects of human motivation and behavior has not been adequately integrated into
current thinking about ADHD.
Emotions, positive and negative, play a critical role in executive functions: initiating and
prioritizing tasks, sustaining or shifting interest or effort, holding thoughts in active memory,
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and choosing to avoid a task or situation. Whereas Google responds to queries typed into the
search engine, the human brain responds to the quality and intensity of emotions attached to
associated memories.
Many people think of emotions as involving only conscious feelings, limited to sensations of
sadness, anger, pleasure, worry, and so on, that a person is fully aware of and generally able
to identify. Neuroscience has shown that conscious feelings are only a tiny part of the variegated range of emotions that operates within each person to motivate executive functions.
Neuroscientist Joaquin Fuster, M.D., emphasized, “Whereas we may be fully conscious of a
retrieved memory, the vast majority of memories that we retrieve remain unconscious.”
Often, these unconscious emotions conflict and cause us to act in ways that are inconsistent
with our recognized conscious intentions. An undercurrent of conflicting emotions is often
involved in our failure to do tasks that we believe we want to do, or in directly or indirectly
engaging in actions that we consciously believe we do not want to do.
Sometimes a person thinks of a particular task as important, honestly believing that he wants
to give it immediate attention and sustained effort, yet he does not act accordingly. He may
continue to procrastinate, busying himself with work on other tasks that are not as urgent,
or he may actively seek out distractions by getting in touch with friends, surfing the Internet,
getting high, or going to sleep. Such contradictions make sense only when we realize that the
emotions that guide our motivations are often not fully conscious or conflicting. We may be
influenced by emotions that we do not know we have.

Motivation Factors

The most basic factor contributing to the ability of persons with ADHD to focus very well
and efficiently utilize their executive functions on some tasks, while being chronically unable
to focus adequately on most other tasks, is a problem of neural transmission. For many years,
it has been recognized that individuals with ADHD tend to chronically have insufficient release and reloading of the neurotransmitter dopamine at synaptic junctions of neurons in the
networks that manage executive functions.
Many studies have demonstrated that treatment with stimulant medications improves the
efficiency of neural communication. However, this increased release and slowed reloading is not under voluntary control. It occurs only for those tasks in which the individual
with ADHD has a strong interest. The heightened interest may be because that activity has
brought pleasure or other rewards to the person in the past. Or interest may be intensified
because the person fears that something he or she anticipates as being unpleasant is likely to
occur very quickly if he or she does not attend to the task immediately. Whether because of
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anticipated pleasure or fear, the heightened interest generates increased release of dopamine
instantly, and sustains it for as long as the intensified interest persists.
The second factor that influences the ability to pay attention to some tasks but not to others is
the relative weakness in working memory that is characteristic of many persons with ADHD.
Working memory is essential for keeping in mind relative priorities of our various interests at
any given time.
Social psychological research has shown that individuals with larger working memory capacity are generally better able to deal with emotions, pleasant and unpleasant, without
getting excessively caught up in them. Those with ADHD tend to have less “bandwidth” in
their working memory functions, and are likely to have more difficulty than others in quickly
linking together various memories relevant to doing or not doing a task. They are less likely
to take into account the bigger picture of which the present moment is a part. They operate more like someone watching a basketball game through a telescope, unable to take into
account the rest of the action on the court, the threats and/or opportunities that are not
included in the small circle of focus provided by their telescope.
Excerpted from Outside the Box: Rethinking ADD/ADHD in Children and Adults, by THOMAS
E. BROWN, Ph.D. Copyright 2017. American Psychiatric Association Publishing.

part four
Focus on Emotions: How ADHD Heightens Feelings
By Alan Brown

Everyone experiences frustrations, setbacks, and challenges, but not everyone reacts strongly
to them. Small, relatively insignificant setbacks seem to get an outsize response from individuals with ADHD. Research shows that we have greater challenges with frustration, impatience,
anger, and excitability than others do. That’s because ADHD impairs our ability to regulate our
emotions and to experience them in a controlled way, so that they don’t gush out into the world.
“ADHD is not a mood disorder. It’s a failure-to-regulate mood disorder,” says ADHD expert Russell Barkley, Ph.D. “People describe their emotions as changing lightning quick,” attests William
Dodson, M.D. “As one of my patients says, ‘You go from zero to FU in an instant.’ The expression of
emotion is very impulsive. Most people with ADHD are blindsided by their own emotions. They
find out what they’re thinking and feeling the same way that everyone else does — it’s out there.”
From a neuropsychological standpoint, regulation is all about connectivity within the brain.
Emotions are generated in the limbic system — which includes the amygdala, the anterior
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cingulate, and other parts that make up our “primitive brain” — and that system controls
fear, pleasure, and anger. When an emotion is generated, the limbic system connects with the
prefrontal cortex, which is tasked with managing that emotion. The cortex pauses, assessing
the significance of the situation, calculating the costs of reacting outwardly, and suppresses
actions not in our best interest.
The frontal cortex is like a security checkpoint. But in the ADHD brain, the neurochemical
connectivity needed to guard that checkpoint is weak, allowing emotions to stampede past
the security gate and wreak havoc with outbursts. Not assessed. Not calculated. Not suppressed. Never in our best interest.

How Faulty Working Memory Causes Emotional
Dysregulation
By Thomas E. Brown, Ph.D.

Emotions are tied to memory. Many individuals with ADHD have weak working
memory, and are quick to anger or prone to insensitivity as a result.
Sometimes the working memory impairments of ADHD allow a momentary feeling to become too strong, completely overwhelming the brain with one intense emotion. For example, an adolescent with ADHD becomes enraged when a parent refuses
him use of the car. Or, an adult with ADHD interprets a slight uncertainty in a coworker’s reaction as criticism and explodes with inappropriate self-defense.
This extreme response is called “flooding” — in ADHD brains, one emotion can
gobble up all of the space in a person’s head as a computer virus can gobble up all
of the space on a hard drive. The resulting hyperfocus on that single feeling crowds out
other important information that might help a person:
• modulate anger
• regulate behavior
• shift focus to other aspects of the situation
At other times working memory impairments can make people with ADHD seem
insensitive, cold, or unaware of the emotions of others. They don’t understand the importance of a particular emotion because they haven’t been able to keep other relevant information in mind. Brain connectivity networks carrying information related
to emotion seem to be somewhat more limited in individuals with ADHD.
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Unchecked Emotions Can Damage Relationships, Careers, Everything

• W
 e react to minor problems or annoyances as if they were DEFCON Level 1 threats.
We’re thrown into panic mode easily; we get super-stressed about little stuff that isn’t
of grave concern; we lose sight of the big picture, often resulting in decisions or actions
we later regret.
 e have difficulty calming down once a strong emotion has taken hold. We stew for
• W
hours or days over an emotional event. And that stewing prevents, or at least impairs,
our getting back to work and moving our priorities forward.
• W
 e’re extremely sensitive to disapproval, rejection, and criticism. We might interpret a colleague’s reaction to something we proposed as criticism, disapproval, or even
insult, when none was intended. We tend to react self-defensively, or worse, angrily.
 e get overly excited about things, including good things. Just as we often overreact
• W
to minor problems and annoyances, we can also go overboard in the other direction.
This may mean diving headlong into a new hobby, and realizing, after dishing out
$1,800 on equipment and six months of lessons, that “I should have eased into this.”

Shame: An Overpowering Emotion Among Individuals with ADHDs
By Edward Hallowell, M.D.

Living with ADHD can generate a constant stream of apologies: we’re sorry we’re late, sorry
we lost our keys, sorry we can’t keep the house neat — no matter how hard we try. If you have
ADHD — especially if you were diagnosed late in your life — these endless apologies and
self-blame may have added up to a crippling sense of shame.
According to William Dodson, M.D., “A child with ADHD hears 20,000 additional critical or
corrective messages before his/her twelfth birthday. Most people with ADHD grow up with
the feeling that they are less-than, uncool, unwanted, defective, and incompetent — the last
picked, and the first picked on. The resulting shame and guilt often negate positive feedback
and the formation of a positive self-image. That shame dominates all other emotions, and
determines when and how they can be expressed or dealt with.”
Shame can lead to mood disorders and crippling anxiety.
“People with untreated ADHD can suffer from dysthymia — a mild but long-term form of
depression,” says Thomas Brown, Ph.D. “It is often brought on by living with the frustrations, failures, negative feedback, and stresses of life due to untreated or inadequately treated
ADHD. People who are dysthymic suffer almost every day from low energy and self-esteem.”
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“Significant social anxiety is a chronic difficulty experienced by more than one-third of teens
and adults with ADHD. They live almost constantly with exaggerated fears of being seen
by others as incompetent, unappealing, or uncool.”
Unfortunately, pockets of society still view ADHD as a moral deficiency, and individuals with
ADHD as nothing more than lazy slackers. If you’ve heard the judgmental whispers all your
life, it’s likely you’ve internalized them. When you look at your chaotic purse, you think, “My
problem is that I lack discipline.” When you’re late to yet another meeting, you turn on yourself: “I’m a mess. I’m lazy. I’ll never get ahead.”
In order to fully conquer shame, you can’t view it through this moral framework. Instead,
start looking at your ADHD from a neurological perspective. ADHD is supported by real
science — MRIs and genetic studies — so don’t view it as a personal fault. Acknowledge that
yes, the condition exists, but it doesn’t have to be a weakness. It’s simply a matter of brain
chemistry. It’s your challenge to overcome, and it’s up to you to decide how to face it.
Embrace the positives that go with your ADHD, not just the negatives. Whenever you feel
shame raise its ugly head, take a second to take stock of your talents and strengths. ADHD is
characterized by creativity, initiative, persistence, originality, and more. Learn to recognize
these traits in yourself, even at moments when it seems impossible. If you do the work to
draw them out and strengthen them, you’ll better defend yourself against feelings of shame.
Don’t be afraid to enlist help, whether it’s from a therapist, a friend, or your spouse. Having
people on your team who “get it” and are looking out for you can work wonders. Thomas
Brown, Ph.D., says “Treating the emotional challenges of ADHD requires a multimodal approach: It starts with a careful and accurate evaluation for ADHD, one that explains ADHD
and its effect on emotions.”
ADHD medication may improve the emotional networks in the brain. “One of the things that
medications do is give people the same two seconds that everybody else has to see it come up,
and to decide, ‘I really shouldn’t express that,’ then do something else with it,” Dodson says.  
Talk therapy can help a person manage fear or low self-esteem. Coaching may help a person
overcome problems with getting boring tasks completed.
People with ADHD are unbelievably tenacious. They keep trying, even when it’s hard — it’s
part of what makes them special. Once you identify your positive traits, build your support
system, and find out where you thrive, you can work towards putting shame behind you.
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part five
Focus on Self-Regulation: Why the ADHD Brain Craves
Stimulation
At times, it feels the ADHD brain is never sated — particularly when it comes to
common sources of stimulation, like video games, sex, and substances. Here’s why your
brain craves these things — and how it affects your day-to-day behavior.
By Ellen Littman, Ph.D.

ADHD is primarily a disorder of self-regulation. The brain regulates its responses to stimulation, and needs to be engaged in order to function well. Optimal arousal enables brains to
be alert, receptive, and ready to attend and learn. Well-choreographed executive functions
cue the skills necessary for effective response selection. Goal-directed behaviors can be finetuned without the distractions of emotions or sensations. Generally, non-ADHD brains are
adequately aroused by the shifting internal and external stimulation of daily life. Regardless
of fluctuations in stimulation, those brains can operate with reasonably sustained focus, fueled by the dependable coordination of neurotransmitters. They can self-regulate with relative confidence, and exercise an adequate amount of control over their behavior.
ADHD brains do not adapt as easily; they have their own rules of engagement. They are
motivated by their search for optimal stimulation, rather than by what others label as important. Their degree of arousal differs based on whether the request for attention comes from an
internal desire or an external demand.
The owners of these brains are not making conscious choices to ignore external demands,
although it often appears that way. Instead, internal motivations are intrinsically more meaningful to their brains, and, as a result, more dopamine becomes available. Concerns about
time or consequences are dwarfed by the pursuit of pleasurable reinforcement. Whether
through sensation or hyperactivity, ADHD brains compel their owners to scan the environment for engaging stimulation. When mundane tasks can’t be avoided, ADHD brains may be
compromised in their ability to choose goal-oriented responses.

The Dopamine Reward System

Learning from experience is the basis for sound decision-making, and the motivation to learn
is modulated by the promise of reward. The Incentive Salience Model describes a dopamine
reward system that is responsible for motivation, positive reinforcement, and pleasure for all
brains. However, dopamine-increasing behaviors are even more gratifying to ADHD brains.
Key aspects of the reward system are underactive in ADHD brains, making it difficult to
derive reward from ordinary activities. These dopamine-deficient brains experience a surge
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of motivation after a high-stimulation behavior triggers a release of dopamine. But in the
aftermath of that surge and reward, they return to baseline levels with an immediate drop in
motivation.
One of the many consequences of reduced dopamine in the synapses is that the significance
of tasks is decreased. If most stimuli appear equally compelling, it’s difficult to attend to the
most important task. As a result, stimuli need greater personal relevance — larger, more immediate, or repeated rewards — to be attractive to ADHD brains.
Reward Deficiency Syndrome (RDS) has been proposed to explain why ADHD brains need
stronger incentives. Deficits in the reward pathway, including decreased availability of dopamine receptors, decrease motivation. Indeed, ADHD brains struggle to sustain motivation
when rewards are mild or are linked to long-term gratification. As a result, ADHD brains
search for stimulation that can increase dopamine more quickly and intensely. Ultimately, the
pursuit of pleasurable rewards may become a potent form of self-medication. In fact, dependent brains exhibit similar dysregulation of the dopamine reward system.
Every behavioral reward that has been studied has been shown to amplify dopamine production, including food, sex, exercise, competition, and music. High-risk activities — driving
fast, motorcycle riding, and waterskiing — motivate ADHD brains to focus. Some extreme
activities, like daring ski jumps, sky-diving, or taking fast-acting street drugs, elicit a dopamine spike, the brain’s most intense reward. Some ADHD brains have benefited from the
greater dopamine involvement that is intrinsic to high-intensity, high-risk careers, like those
of emergency medical technicians, firemen, and ER doctors.
However, nicotine, caffeine, alcohol, opiates, risky sex, pornography, gambling, physical
risk-taking, reckless driving, and compulsive buying increase dopamine even more. In fact,
all substances or behaviors that can ultimately result in dependencies have the ability to
increase the release of impulse-reinforcing dopamine, and to reduce the impulse-inhibiting
effects of serotonin.

The ADHD Search for Stimulation

ADHD brains are highly motivated to find that unique balance of stimulation that enables
optimal functioning. Whether ADHD brains overreact or underreact to the stimuli at hand,
they rarely engage with moderate stimulation that falls “in the gray area.” ADHD brains
tend to respond at one end of the continuum in most, but not all, areas of functioning. These
opposite routes to the same goal explain how a high-energy, outgoing, talkative, over-subscribed individual and a shy, low-energy, passive, and withdrawn individual can each have an
ADHD brain.
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For some ADHD brains, optimal functioning involves augmenting the existing stimulation
— seeking louder, faster, bigger, funnier, and riskier — the more intense, the better. Boredom
is a common complaint for the owners of these brains. For them, it is physiologically uncomfortable when their under-aroused brains struggle to engage with their environment. In
fact, in mundane, low-stimulation situations, these restless brains may compel their owners
to increase the intensity level with fidgeting, noise, laughter, or conflict, if there is no other
route to high stimulation available. These more impulsive ADHD brains have their own logic:
If some stimulation is good, more is better. This is the signature short-sighted philosophy of
brains compelled to choose immediate rewards over long-term gratification.

Too Much Stimulation

In their hunger for greater stimulation, ADHD brains can suddenly find themselves in a state
of over-arousal. Egged on by their need, most are unable to modulate their responses, and
can’t anticipate an impending “crash.” The fun suddenly gets out of control, the laughter takes
on a tinge of hysteria, sights and sounds bombard them until they are overwhelmed. Ambushed by physiological overload, and depleted of psychic energy, they become irritable, tearful, restless, or aggressive. Their brains abruptly demand respite from the commotion, so that
they can regroup with negligible stimulation. Their sudden and total withdrawal is a source
of confusion and consternation to those who know only the spirited stimulation-seeker.
At the other end of the continuum, there are ADHD brains that can barely tolerate existing
levels of stimulation. These brains teeter on the brink of sensory overload, and seek every opportunity to escape from the bombardment. Unexpected or novel stimulation is experienced
as an ambush, evoking discomfort, frustration, and irritation.
Owners of hypersensitive brains reduce stimulation by avoiding group activities, tuning out
of conversations, and isolating themselves. They shun busy department stores, loud concerts, big parties, and prefer to stay where they can control the level of stimulation. These
brains find comfort in the self-contained world of video games. With an internal structure
that offers complete control over the kind and amount of stimulation, they select games with
rewards that are strongly reinforcing to their brains. These rewards offer pleasure within a
cocoon, shielding them from the unpredictable minefield of personal interaction. As a result,
video games have incredible habit-forming potential for the inattentive ADHD brain.

Carbs, Chocolate, and the Brain’s Glucose Metabolism

Food activates the dopamine reward center in all brains. However, especially for the more
impulsive ADHD brain, it leads to a torturous daily self-regulation challenge. The low levels
of dopamine interfere with focused self-regulation, increasing the likelihood that ADHD
brains will be inattentive to the factors that modulate eating behaviors.
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In addition, ADHD brains exhibit decreased glucose metabolism compared to non-ADHD
brains, resulting in less energy available to the attention center in the prefrontal cortex. As a
result, ADHD brains send out distress messages demanding more glucose, and the owners of
those brains suddenly crave sugary foods and carbohydrates, which can be quickly converted
into glucose. Glucose increases dopamine and serotonin, so brains experience pleasure and
greater calm. Many people with ADHD chide themselves for indulging in pasta and cookies,
when their brains are actually demanding those foods instead of salad. Chocolate is appealing to ADHD brains because it increases glucose and has the added stimulation of caffeine.
It is no wonder that those with ADHD struggle with diet and nutrition. When they self-medicate with food, their brains enjoy a surge of dopamine, an increase in glucose-based energy
that improves attention, and a serotonin-based calming of restlessness. Particularly for the
impulsive ADHD brain, this perfect storm of rewards increases the likelihood of overeating.

Sleep and the Reticular Activating System

The Reticular Activating System (RAS) in the brainstem is responsible for regulating arousal
and the sleep/wake cycle. In ADHD brains, the RAS is dysregulated; circadian cycles skew toward higher activity levels in the evening, resulting in later bedtimes and waking times. In fact,
many individuals with ADHD celebrate when they finally have time to themselves late at night.
This is when they feel entitled to internally driven activities, like watching TV, engaging with
social media, looking at porn, or playing computer games. With their greater arousal, which is
often experienced as a second wind, these brain-pleasing behaviors are reinforcing.
Studies show that the blue LED light from screens further increases alertness while suppressing the normal elevation of melatonin. With delayed melatonin production, ADHD brains
are flooded with both internal and external stimulation into the early morning, delaying
sleep and making it difficult to be an early riser.

Neurology Explains a Lot

Understanding what ADHD brains want makes it clear that the struggle for self-regulation is
neurological, and has nothing to do with character deficiencies. For example, it would be easy
to misinterpret the following scenario as a standoff between two partners: Imagine that your
partner asks you to pay the electric bill, and you say to yourself, “OK, I have time to do that
today.” But when you sit down to do it, you keep getting distracted. The ADHD brain needs
higher stimulation in order to complete this rote task with minimal payoff. Your ADHD
brain says, “That task is way too boring, and I refuse to focus on it. Find something that interests me more, which offers me a bigger dopamine reward, and I’ll work with you.”
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It doesn’t matter that you know you should pay the bill as promised; if your brain won’t engage, it’s an ugly standoff. Perhaps, after a day of procrastination — when your partner will be
home in 20 minutes and the bill is still unpaid — there may be enough of an adrenaline rush
from a sense of crisis that your brain will engage and you pay the bill.
The ADHD brain and its owner are at odds with one another. It’s difficult to compel a disengaged brain to engage by force of will. In fact, much of the treatment for ADHD involves
learning to psych out the brain, so that it will attend to necessary, low-stimulation tasks.
Appreciating the tug-of-war within that pits intellect against neurobiology increases compassion and acceptance for one’s hidden struggle. ADHD behaviors are frequently mislabeled
and misjudged by society, and there is some comfort in knowing that there are neurological
explanations for seemingly incomprehensible behaviors.
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part one
Growing Your ADHD Brain
ADHD is a brain-based condition that seems to run in families. So if its symptoms are fundamental to the way the brain functions or locked into a person’s inherited genes, why bother
trying to change it, right? Wrong.
With time and practice, you can rewire your brain and create an environment in which it can
thrive. You can’t change your DNA, but you can make changes that will help you pay attention,
tame impulsivity, control emotions, and create an environment where your brain can thrive.

Neuroplasticity and the ADHD Brain
By Edward Hallowell, M.D.

Neuroplasticity is a relatively new theory that suggests that the brain is malleable, and can be
changed by experience (for better or for worse) at any age. Studies bear this out: The brain reorganizes itself in response to daily experiences. It doesn’t just absorb things; it rewires itself.
For those with attention deficit, this is good news. Life experiences — a conversation, physical exercise, playing a game — can change the circuitry of the brain in formative and helpful
ways. For example, current research suggests that ADHD brains that have deficits in one area
will attempt to rewire themselves to accomplish a task.

43

Expert eBook

CHAPTER 4 How to Exploit the Strengths of Your ADHD Brain

The Science of Neurofeedback
By David Rabiner, Ph.D., and Edward Hamlin, Ph.D.

Neurofeedback traces its roots to neuroplasticity — the concept that with frequent,
intense practice, patients may transform their brainwave activity. Over time, neurofeedback aims to help patients increase the ratio of high-frequency brain waves, leading to
stronger attention and self-control.
Many ADHD brains generate an abundance of low-frequency delta or theta brain
waves, and a shortage of high-frequency beta brain waves. Over 20 to 40 training sessions, neurofeedback works to reverse that ratio. The end goal is an activated, engaged
brain, and an overall reduction in ADHD symptoms.
More specifically, neurofeedback therapy works to increase the brain’s capacity and
predisposition for beta waves, which are associated with efficient information processing and problem-solving. In contrast, when a high proportion of theta waves is present,
patients complain of incomplete work, disorganization, and distractibility. Neurofeedback aims to diminish the frequency of delta and theta waves.
Neurofeedback is a promising therapy for ADHD, but it should be considered a complement to medication and/or behavior therapy rather than a stand-alone treatment.

Epigenetics and the ADHD Brain
By Joel Nigg, Ph.D.

Epigenetics refers to biological traits or changes that cannot be explained by a person’s genetic code. Epigenetic mechanisms actually create a physical mark on the DNA when a
person undergoes an important experience, whether it’s positive or negative. These marks
— which can be added methyl molecules or a modified histone tail — adjust the individual’s
gene function, changing what the genes do or how strongly they express themselves. In short,
environment and experiences affect a human’s development and behavior in an enduring
fashion — actually altering regions of DNA, with effects that may last for an entire lifetime.
Individuality starts with genes — the building blocks of who we are and who we become. But
beginning at conception, everyone is exposed to different environmental toxins and advantages
— and after we’re born, psychological inputs, like stress, adversity, and trauma begin to factor
in. Epigenetics takes this input and uses it to change how genes are expressed — meaning that a
gene’s output isn’t fully known until environment and personal history are factored in.
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Environmental Effects on ADHD
Epigenetics paints a more complicated picture of ADHD, but also a more optimistic one;
genes do not solely determine an individual’s fate. In fact, while genes may make someone
more prone to certain diseases or disorders, including ADHD, the entire genetic system is
highly dynamic and responsive to input. This means it is possible to change the expression of
a person’s “ADHD genes” by making certain environmental changes.

Credible and robust epigenetics research confirms these assertions. One experiment1 took
two genetically identical mouse embryos and, during the prenatal stage, fed their mothers
diets that included the toxin bisphenol-A (BPA). The diet of one mouse’s mother, however,
was supplemented with nutrients, like choline, folic acid, and B12; that mouse was later able
to avoid the negative effects of the BPA, including obesity and a higher risk of cancer. This
phenomenon can be explained by epigenetics — the additional nutrients were able to “turn
off ” the genes that respond to BPA, and thus protect the mouse from its harmful effects.
Another experiment2 — this one involving humans — tested whether taking an omega-3
supplement would impact the attention abilities of a mother’s child. The study found that
children whose mothers had randomly received the supplement had stronger attention at
6 and 12 months, and later had better-developed mental abilities, than did children whose
mothers had not taken the supplement. Since this experiment was randomized and the effect
was so great, researchers were able to determine a causal effect — again, one that was influenced by epigenetics. Food dyes, artificial preservatives, and lead yielded similar results3 —
the introduction of each into a child’s pre- or post-natal environment had real, causal effects
on his or her attention, hyperactivity, and emotional regulation.
Similar experiments have been done on stress and adversity to show that exercise can counteract
those negative effects. One experiment4 placed rats into a stressful situation for a period of time
each day, which resulted in significant epigenetic changes that decreased healthy function. However, when those same rats were also allowed to exercise — while still experiencing the stressor —
the negative effects on the brain were completely eliminated. The study provided a clear example
of how exercise can reverse the harmful brain-based effects of a negative early-life experience.

part two
A Healthy Approach to ADHD Treatment
By William Dodson, M.D.

The ADHD brain is not broken; it just functions differently and responds to unique stimuli. The goal
of treatment is not to heal or fix the ADHD brain, but rather to allow it the space and opportunity to
take advantage of its natural strengths. Here, Dr. William Dodson offers a two-part approach.
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1. L
 evel the neurologic playing field with medication, so that the individual with
ADHD has the attention span, impulse control, and ability to be calm on the inside.
For most people, this requires two different medications. Stimulants improve day-today performance for a person with ADHD, helping him or her get things done. They
are not effective at calming the internal hyperarousal associated with ADHD, though.
For those symptoms, the majority of people will benefit by adding one of the alpha
agonist medications (clonidine/Kapvay or guanfacine/Intuniv) to the stimulant.
	Medication, though, is not enough. A person can take the right medication at the right
dose, but nothing will change if he still approaches tasks with neurotypical strategies.
2.	Create your own ADHD owner’s manual. Like everyone else, those with ADHD
grow and mature over time. What interests and challenges someone at 7 years old will
not interest and challenge him at 27. The ADHD owner’s manual has to be based on
current successes. How do you get in the zone now? Under what circumstances do you
succeed and thrive in your current life? Rather than focus on shortcomings, it should
help to identify how you get into the zone to function at remarkable levels.
I usually suggest that my patients carry around a notepad or a tape recorder for a month to
write down or explain how they get in the zone.
• Is it because they are intrigued? If so, what, specifically, in the task or situation intrigues them?
• I s it because they feel competitive? If so, what in the “opponent” or situation brings up
the competitive juices?
At the end of the month, most people have compiled 50 or 60 different techniques that they
know work for them. When called on to perform and become engaged, they now understand
how their nervous system works and which techniques are helpful.
I have seen these strategies work for many individuals with ADHD, because they stepped
back and figured out the triggers they need to pull. This approach does not try to change
people with an ADHD nervous system into neurotypical people (as if that were possible), but
rather gives lifelong help because it builds on their strengths.

part three
5 Rules for Reining in ADHD Impulses
By Russell Barkley, Ph.D.

Poor impulse control can sabotage your relationships, your budget, and your self-esteem.
ADHD expert Russell Barkley shares his strategies for solving five common impulsivity prob-
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lems at work, in social settings, and in your head.

Rule 1: Stop the Action!
It’s hard to resist impulses.

Your boss proposes doubling your sales goals for next year, and before you can bite your
tongue, you laugh and say, “Are you crazy?”
Your neighbor buys a new lawn ornament and asks you if you like it. You tell him it makes his
house look like a cheap motel. Now he’s not speaking to you — again.
You see a gorgeous pair of designer shoes in a store window and rush in to buy them, even
though every penny of your paycheck is already spoken for.
You don’t give yourself time to think and measure your words and actions. Thinking means
using hindsight and foresight to assess a situation and determine what you should say or do.
STRATEGY: Make a list of the situations in which you are most likely to behave impulsively.
There are times and places where it’s OK to be spontaneous and talkative, and other times when
acting this way will cost you dearly. When you are about to enter one of the situations you’ve
identified, buy yourself a few thoughtful seconds by performing any of the following actions:
 efore you answer someone, inhale slowly, exhale slowly, put on a thoughtful expres• B
sion, and say to yourself, “Well, let me think about that.”
 ut a finger over your mouth for a few seconds, as if you’re considering what you’re
• P
going to say.
• P
 araphrase what your boss or family member said to you: “Oh, so you want to know
about…” or “You’re asking me to….”
• Imagine locking your mouth with a key to prevent yourself from speaking.
Another strategy: Choose a slow-talking model and play that role when you converse.
Quit being Robin Williams and start being Ben Stein. Slow it down. Practice speaking slowly
in front of a mirror. This will give your frontal lobes a chance to get some traction, to get
engaged, instead of being swept along on the tide of your impulses.

Rule 2: See the Pass… and Then Move Forward

When a problem arises, are you confused about what’s likely to happen or what to do? Do
you beat yourself up for making the same mistakes again and again?
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Adults with ADHD have weak nonverbal working memory, which means they don’t draw on
hindsight to guide their actions. They’re not good at recognizing the subtle aspects of problems and the various tools that might solve them. Many adults with ADHD hit every problem
with a hammer because, to them, all problems look like nails.
Adults with ADHD may find it hard to defer gratification — which you must do to save
money or stick to eating healthy, because they can’t call up the mental image of the prize that
lies ahead. You need a tool to make sure that what you learned from the past is accessible
when you need it in the future.
STRATEGY: Stopping the action — as described in Rule 1 — gives you the time to turn on the
mind’s eye. Once you’ve done that, picture a visual device — a flat-screen TV, a computer monitor,
or a mini-cam — and visualize, on that imaginary screen, what happened the last time you were
in a situation like this. Let the past unfold in colorful detail, as if you’re filming it or replaying it.
The more often you do this, the more automatic it will become. What’s more, you’ll find that
more “videos” will pop into your brain from your memory bank. You might think, “Wow, the
last time I interrupted a meeting with a joke, everyone laughed at me, not at the punch line.”
Or “I felt guilty when I bought those expensive shoes several months ago, only to discover
that my son needed books for school. I couldn’t afford them.”

Rule 3: Feel the Future

Many individuals with ADHD are “time blind.” They forget the purpose of their tasks, so they
are uninspired to finish them. If no one is dangling a carrot in front of them, they may need
some convincing to keep moving toward their goal. That’s why Rule 2 is important: It helps
you learn from your memories, to become adept at handling similar situations in the future.
But Rule 2 is not always enough. Some things have to get done because they are the right things
to do. ADHD sometimes makes it tough to grasp the moral imperative for getting a task done.
Imagining the negative consequences of not doing something is not a potent motivator for most
people with ADHD. Imagining how great it will feel to get to your goal works better.
STRATEGY: Ask yourself, “What will I feel like when I get this project done?” It could be
pride, self-satisfaction, the happiness you anticipate from completing the project. Whatever
the emotion is, work hard to feel it, then and there, as you contemplate your goal. Every time
you sit down to continue working on the project, try to feel the future outcome.
Give this technique a boost by cutting out pictures of the rewards you hope to earn from
what you are doing. Place them around you while you’re working. They’ll enhance the potency of your own imagery and make the emotions you’re anticipating even more vivid.
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Rule 4: Break It Down… and Make It Matter

ADHD makes the future seem far away. A goal that requires a significant investment of time,
incorporates waiting periods, or has to be done in a sequence of steps, can prove so elusive
that you feel overwhelmed. When that happens, many people with ADHD look for an escape
route. They might call in sick at work or shunt the responsibility to a co-worker.
Figure out which situations are likely to shut you down: Do you panic when someone gives
you a deadline that’s months from now? Do complex projects daunt you? Do you have trouble working without supervision? If so, you need some external motivators.
STRATEGY: Break down long-term tasks or goals into smaller units. If an end-of-the-day
deadline seems remote to you, try this strategy:
• B
 reak your task into one-hour or half-hour chunks of work. Write down what you
need to get done in each period, and run a highlighter over each step as you work on it,
to keep your attention focused.
 ouble your chances of success by making yourself accountable to another person.
• D
Most of us care what others think of us, and social judgment adds fuel to the fire to get
things done. At work, make yourself accountable to a supportive coworker, supervisor,
or mentor. At home, work with a partner, spouse, or neighbor.
 o four things after finishing each piece of work: Congratulate yourself; take a short
• D
break; call or e-mail a friend or a relative to tell him what you’ve gotten done; give
yourself a reward or some privilege you enjoy a lot — just make it small and brief.

Rule 5: Keep a Sense of Humor

ADHD is serious, but you don’t have to be.
STRATEGY: Learn to say, with a smile, “Well, there goes my ADHD talking or acting up
again. Sorry about that. My mistake. I have to try to do something about that next time.”
When you say this, you’ve done four important things:
• You owned the mistake.
• You explained why the mistake happened.
• You apologized and made no excuse by blaming others.
• You promised to try to do better next time.
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Do these things and you will keep your self-esteem, as well as your friends. Disowning your
ADHD conduct, blaming others, or not trying to do better next time will cost you a lot.
If you make ADHD an all-encompassing disability, your friends and family will treat it that
way. Approach it with a sense of humor, and they will too.

part four
How to Control Strong ADHD Emotions
By Alan Brown

ADHD emotionality is a bad news/good news situation. The good news is that you can build
some defenses and leverage against some of your strong emotions to shift your energy in the
direction you want to go: forward.
Learning to handle our negative emotions as they occur begins with becoming fully aware of when
we’re in their grasp. And a key to doing this is to listen to your body. Research shows that body
awareness helps you identify unhealthy feelings and step off the emotional merry-go-round. When
you have a negative emotion, your body sends stress signals: tension in your neck and shoulders,
discomfort in your solar plexus (“gut pangs”), or wherever it is you first feel stress in your body.
A second prerequisite to these interventions is to name your emotion. Naming your emotions, what psychologists call labeling, goes beyond just thinking, “Yes, I’m angry” or, “Wow,
am I sad.” Emotional Agility author Susan David, Ph.D., says, “[When] experiencing a strong
emotion…take a moment to consider what to call it, but don’t stop there. Come up with two
more words that describe how you’re feeling.”

How to Create a Healthier “Emotional Home”

Imagine a late afternoon at work. You got little sleep the night before, had to skip lunch, and
haven’t been able to get to the gym or take a walk outdoors for a couple of weeks. You have
just spent the last 10 minutes staring at the tasks you must do to keep what feels like a dead
-end job. I would call this feeling an “unhealthy emotional home.”
Now imagine that your teenage son calls and tells you that he just totaled the SUV. Your reaction probably won’t be measured and balanced.
Let’s rebuild that emotional home: You’re getting seven to eight hours of sleep most nights;
you’re feeding your ADHD brain with protein and complex carbs, and, even when the day is
so crazy that you have to skip lunch, you have some raw nuts and protein bars handy. Even
though you haven’t gotten to the gym in a couple of weeks, you took a long walk around the
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neighborhood before bedtime; you’ve been blocking off the mornings in your calendar, so
that quality work sessions and restorative breaks are built in.
Now you get that awful call from your son. Will your emotional response be different? Maybe
you would go into your problem-solving mode rather than launching into a scream-fest? Diet,
sleep, exercise, mindset, and other lifestyle adjustments will help protect you from emotions.
There are many things you can be doing every day to reduce your emotional vulnerability.
Here are four simple additions:
1.	Daily gratitude ritual. The act of writing down three things every day for which you
are grateful has been shown, in the research of Harvard’s Shawn Achor, to reduce reactivity and boost positive outlook in the face of challenges.
2.	Get a positive nag. You’ve likely heard of vision boards or dream boards. Research
shows that positive imagery reduces stress and improves mental clarity. Consider
creating a simple montage of aspirational images reflecting your ideal life, and put it
where you’ll see it every day, if not all day long. My computer screensaver is a rotation
of such images, along with empowering quotes.
3.	Journaling. There are more than 40 years of research on the link between writing and
emotional processing. For instance, a study of laid-off workers found that those who
explored their negative feelings in writing were three times more likely to find a new job.
4.	Self-compassion. When you screw up, be kind to yourself. It’s like the golden rule with
a twist: treat yourself as you would treat others. Talk to yourself as if you were consoling a good friend: “Hey, buddy, don’t sweat it. Tomorrow’s a new start.”

Replace the Negative Emotion with a Positive One

After you’ve caught that tension in your body and named that emotion, you have the opportunity to release it. And the best way to release an emotion is to replace it — with gratitude, for instance. Gratitude vaporizes negative emotions. Personal development guru Tony Robbins notes:
“When you’re grateful, there’s no anger. It’s impossible to be angry and grateful simultaneously.”
Easier said than done? Yes. But think about this: We are the only species that can think a thought
and become angry… think a thought and become sad…and think a thought and be grateful.
My client, Erin, who is a life coach, has learned to listen to her body to detect an emotional
storm on the horizon. “When I grab a strand of my hair and start twirling it, I know it’s time
for me to stop, listen to my breath, and reclaim my brain from my amygdala,” She solidifies
control by defaulting to gratitude and asks, “What is good about right now?” There’s always
something to be grateful for.
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“Flip” Your Anger

What if a fit of anger could become the spark for getting busy on a tough task? With a little
mental jiu-jitsu, you can flip your anger around, so that it’s moving you in a positive direction.
Since anger is grounded in a feeling that something needs to change, that feeling creates energy. Usually, destructive energy, but energy that could be constructive.
As author Soleira Green puts it: “Anger is the tip of passion. You wouldn’t get upset if you
didn’t care so much about something! Anger is your own body telling you, ‘Here’s something
that matters… and here’s some energy to deal with it!’” The trick to flipping angry energy is
to ask a few questions:
• “What’s triggering me — what’s underneath this?”
• “What do I care about that’s making me angry?”
• “What could I do to use that energy to move forward with this thing that’s making me
angry?”
Answering these questions creates what Green describes as “negative nag:” using that which
ticks you off to fuel motivation and problem-solving. Next time you’re angry about something (even at yourself), observe that energy and ask that series of questions.
All emotions, particularly negative ones, have “adaptive value” — they can be used to help us
cope and respond to difficult situations. At the heart of every negative emotion is the sense
that something must change!
Research shows that those who recognize and control their emotions earn more and achieve
more than those who don’t. So our emotionality is one more way people with ADHD have
a tougher journey than our neurotypical friends. But with these strategies, you can go from
destructive emotions to acceptance and problem-solving.

part five
How to Optimize Your Lifestyle and Environment for ADHD
Management
By Joel Nigg, Ph.D.

Epigenetics research suggests that lifestyle changes may help to offset the effects of ADHD
genes activated by genetic, chemical, dietary, or other factors. More epigenetic research is
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needed, however a few things are clear: Omega-3 supplementation, aerobic exercise, and stress
management can have real, positive effects on ADHD symptoms in both children and adults.
How big are these effects? Some changes, like reducing the amount of TV a child watches
each day, have very small effects on ADHD symptoms — only slightly noticeable in a family’s everyday life. Others, like increasing omega-3 intake or introducing an exercise regimen,
have significantly larger effects — up to twice or three times that of reducing screen time.
Families can positively impact ADHD symptoms by modifying their environments in three
simple ways: through sleep, exercise, and dietary changes. Here’s how to get started.

The Power of Sleep

Adequate sleep is a huge benefit to your brain and body. The positive sleep-health connection
is well documented, yet sleep is too often neglected by children and adults alike — particularly by those with ADHD, who tend to view it as a “waste of time” or have trouble quieting
their minds at night.
Restful, restorative sleep is a powerful tool for regulating mood and maintaining attention
throughout the day. Adequate sleep also powers learning. Brain-imaging studies5 have repeatedly shown that the brain is highly active during sleep, consolidating and replaying the
information it absorbed throughout the day.
Once established, bad sleep habits are difficult to correct. Children may exhibit behavioral issues surrounding sleep — becoming defiant at bedtime, for instance, or dealing with anxiety
at night — that may frustrate exhausted parents as they work to enforce a proper sleep schedule. Older teens and adults may have a warped circadian rhythm that makes going to sleep at
night — and waking up in the morning — exceedingly difficult. And people of all ages may
sabotage their sleep by ever-present screens, which disrupt the brain’s natural light receptors
that regulate hormone production.

Action Steps for Sleep

To get sleep habits back on track, follow these steps:
1.	No screens — no TV, computer, phone, and video game devices — in the hour before
bed. In a pinch, you can download apps or purchase screen covers that replace your
device’s light with orange light, which is less likely than blue light to disrupt sleep. It is
best, however, to fully avoid screens before bed.
2.	Set up a sleep routine, lasting between 30 and 60 minutes, that occurs every night at
the same time. It should be unpressured and unhurried, and end on a positive note
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that allows you or your child to drift off peacefully. For children, the routine can include a bedtime story or a special song with a parent. For adults, it can include taking a
warm bath or shower, or drinking a cup of herbal tea while reading. The power lies in
the repetition — if you do the same things every night before lying down in bed, your
body will associate those activities with calm, restful sleep.
3. Melatonin supplements can benefit older teens and adults, in particular, who need
to reset their circadian rhythm. Keep in mind that melatonin can interfere with the
natural development of a young child’s sleep cycle. (In fact, because of its potential side
effects, you should check with your doctor before starting a melatonin regimen.) Take
melatonin a few hours before sleep to stimulate hormone levels to slowly rise before
bed. Most people make the mistake of taking melatonin just before they lie down,
which can lead to delayed sleep and difficulties waking up in the morning.
4.	Children with sleep problems may benefit from brief behavior therapy programs specifically designed to improve sleep habits. These programs are typically less expensive
and time-consuming than traditional behavior therapy; in some cases, parents see
improvement after just one session.
Bonus Tip: Students, review your notes two to three hours before bedtime to further
stimulate learning. Some research6 has also supported the idea of dispersing a unique,
pleasant smell — like peppermint or lavender — while both studying and sleeping, since
the resulting association may promote greater retention.

Exercise for Body and Mind

Studies4 suggest that sustained exercise may significantly decrease, or even fully reverse, the negative epigenetic effects of stress or trauma. Physical activity also promotes brain growth, improves
brain efficiency, and strengthens learning abilities. Brain changes associated with exercise are most
dramatic in the areas related to ADHD: executive functioning, attention, and working memory.
What’s more, studies suggest that exercise has a greater impact on ADHD symptoms than
does diet — a more commonly promoted treatment strategy. Three meta-analytic reviews7 8 9
in the last year have concluded that, while the body of research on exercise is still small compared to that on medication or therapy, the effect of exercise on some people with ADHD can
be extraordinary.
Still, families struggle to maintain exercise habits when they feel strapped for time or motivation. Children with ADHD may shy away from team sports — or prefer video games to
playing outside — which can make it significantly more difficult for them to get an adequate
amount of exercise.
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Exercise Action Plan

Follow these tips to build an exercise routine to improve ADHD symptoms:
1.	Aim for at least one hour of exercise per day, but remember: the hour doesn’t have to
be all at once. Research10 suggests that four 15-minute bursts are just as effective as an
uninterrupted hour, and may be easier to work into a busy schedule.
2. Exercise should be moderate to vigorous — that means you or your child should be
breathing hard, but not exhausted.
3.	Aim for varied activities that involve muscle learning and coordination, not just
aerobic energy. Studies11 show that martial arts, basketball, and dance have a positive
impact on ADHD brains.
4. Buddy up. Working out as a family, or with a friend, increases the likelihood of sticking with a routine.
5. 	If you or your child can’t stick with one activity, try another. Don’t be afraid to experiment to find an exercise option that works for your family.
6.	Encourage younger children to engage in outdoor and imaginative play. There’s nothing wrong with indoor exercise, particularly for those who live in urban areas, but children are much more likely to be active independently when they’re playing outdoors.
7.	Even a little is better than nothing. Accept imperfection; if you’re having difficulty
sticking to a rigid routine, aim instead for small amounts of exercise every day.

Dietary Changes for ADHD

Evidence shows that diet has major epigenetic effects on the brain. A few key findings are:
The brain is mostly fat, and the fatty cells around neurons are heavily involved in brain signaling. Decades of evidence have pointed to omega-3 fatty acids — found in fish, nuts, and
other high-fat foods — as a beneficial nutrient for improving signal strength.
Brain signaling also relies on micronutrients, like zinc, iron, and Vitamin D. If levels of these
nutrients are deficient — as they often are in children and adults with ADHD — focus, attention, and impulse control will suffer.
It’s challenging, however, to establish diet’s exact effect on ADHD symptoms because the
overall effect sizes for this treatment are very small. We do know that some individuals don’t
respond at all to dietary changes, while others show vast improvements. There’s no way to
know whether dietary changes will affect you or your child without trying them.
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Diet Action Steps

Most families begin with the low-effort strategies detailed below, then move on to the
high-effort ones if motivation, resources, and results allow.
Low Effort
1. Shop on the outer edges of the grocery store. This is where you’ll find fresh, non-processed foods to help your family reduce its intake of sugar, artificial additives, and
simple carbohydrates.
2. E
 liminate or decrease caffeine, especially for children. Adults may find that caffeine
helps control ADHD symptoms, and there is some evidence to support this hypothesis. For children, however, the risks associated with excess caffeine consumption are
just too great — particularly when combined with the high sugar levels often found in
energy and soft drinks.
3. Add cold-water fish or fish oil supplements to your diet. It’s recommended that
children and adults consume at least 1,000 mg of omega-3 fatty acids per day. If you or
your child eats fish regularly, this amount is easily attainable. If not, try taking a daily
fish oil supplement.
High Effort
4. Check blood levels for common micronutrients. Ask your doctor to test for mineral
deficiencies with a simple blood test. If levels are low, talk with him or her about supplementation. Do not start supplements — particularly iron supplements — without
first testing your levels, as excess amounts of these minerals can be dangerous when
taken in supplement form.
5. Eliminate trigger foods, including sugar, gluten, dairy, and food additives. Elimination diets are tough to maintain — particularly for picky eaters and independent teens
— and may result in a nutrient deficiency if not properly monitored. For best results,
eliminate one food at a time (gluten, for instance), or work with a dietician to ensure a
balanced diet.

Why a Three-Pronged Treatment Plan Works Best

Sleep, diet, and exercise overlap and interact with each other throughout the day. Nutritious
food creates energy for more intense exercise, for instance, while intense exercise prepares
the body for restful sleep. For best results, aim for positive synergy among the methods you
find most effective and easiest to maintain.
This combination looks different for everyone. Applying all of these strategies simultaneously
is too ambitious for most people. Instead, focus on the options that make the most sense for
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your symptoms and lifestyle — and remember that changing something is better than changing nothing.
In most cases, sleep, diet, and exercise will not replace medication or therapy in a treatment
plan, nor should they — they’re most effective as complementary treatments. When used
properly, however, they may result in a reduced need for medication, or less intensive counseling. No matter which path you pursue, it’s best to balance professional care with deliberate
healthy lifestyle choices in an integrated approach to treatment.
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Broaden Your Definition of “Interest”
This graduate student is here to tell you: just because my ADHD brain struggles to finish
my dissertation, that doesn’t mean I find it boring.
By Brandy Buckingham

I was two years into my dissertation, and I was floundering. I would sit down at my desk,
planning to get work done, and somehow it just…wouldn’t happen. I had bouts of panic.
Even though I could see the finish line, I had no idea what to do to get there. I was completely
stalled out, and I was frustrated.
This was before I was diagnosed with ADHD.
Everyone I knew had advice for me — professors, friends, and fellow students alike. They
shared the tricks that had worked great for them, but they got me nowhere.
Over and over, I heard the neurotypical refrain: “You’re just not interested enough in your
dissertation topic.” They were all convinced that if only I’d chosen a different research area, I’d
be zooming right along.
And every time, I had to explain that, in fact, I was very interested in my research! My topic
— kids’ understanding of how science works — was a passion of mine. When I was immersed
in my data, it was downright fascinating.
But, I don’t think they ever believed me. Early in grad school, I became laser-focused on children’s informal learning — from museums, games, and media. My loved ones said that was
my “true passion.”
The problem was that a dissertation isn’t about true passion. It’s a million tasks, many of
which are boring, no matter how interesting the topic. My ADHD brain can’t focus on the
tedium, even knowing the fun part, data analysis, is just ahead. Future rewards are meaningless in the dissertation trenches.
Now that I’m diagnosed, I wonder if anyone gets what “interest” means to a person with
ADHD. I see articles built on the misconception that people with ADHD can easily finish
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anything as long as it sparks their interest. When you have ADHD, interest is situational, and
it depends on a lot of factors beside the topic.
Many people with ADHD can’t pay attention to information presented in specific formats.
Some have trouble listening for long periods of time, others fail at reading dense text. Even if
a lecture or book is fascinating, their zooming minds think that the medium it’s delivered in
is boring. They struggle to pay attention—or even fall asleep!
With an ADHD brain, it’s essential to broaden your definition of “interest.” Trouble finishing
tasks doesn’t necessarily indicate indifference. Look beyond the topic and to the context.
Ask, “What exactly is boring the brain?” Is it the medium? The tedious intermediate steps?
The approach to the problem? Perhaps the topic is so fascinating that it sends the brain off on
a million tangents, imagining all the possibilities.
I have zoned out in the middle classes or projects that I thought were fascinating.
Every ADHD brain is different, so I’m sure there are a dozen other things that might keep
someone from finishing an “interesting” task.
__________________________________________________________________________

My ADHD Brain Isn’t Broken
My ADHD brain didn’t come with operating instructions, and I spent the better part
of my first 28 years trying to mimic the functioning minds all around me. After my
diagnosis, I realized that different is not broken, and my attention is not at a deficit.
By Laura Allen

1. There is nothing wrong with me

I hate to stay in one place for too long, I can’t tolerate mundane tasks, and I struggle with
being on time or knowing how long tasks will take me. Does this make me lazy or stupid?
I used to think so.
The skills I struggled with seemed to come effortlessly to everyone else. Before I knew about
ADHD, I wondered what was wrong with me. I disproportionally focused on the things I
wasn’t good at.
I should have asked myself: “What makes me different? Special? Brilliant?”

60

Expert eBook

CHAPTER 5 What It Feels Like to Live with an ADHD Brain

2. Being different is rare — and powerful

We live in a world run by people who don’t always appreciate “different.” But learning about
ADHD has helped me to accept the things that I struggle with. It’s shown me many advantages to being different.
I have fresh and creative ideas after others run out of inspiration. I can get the best out of
people whom others would have written off. Everyone has different kinds of strength. Now
that I’m comfortable with my differences, I’m learning to embrace mine.

3. My attention isn’t at a deficit

I am very attentive; I just can’t pay attention to anything that I don’t think is teaching me
something new or challenging my assumptions.
When I started taking medication for ADHD, I set some goals for myself — things I wanted
to achieve in the short term. One of these was to read a whole book, every single page, ideally, from start to finish.
Last week I decided that this is no longer an aspiration.
Why? I realized that, subconsciously, I’d chosen this goal with the intention of trying to make
myself more like other people, with no real benefit to myself. So I’ve set a new goal — to work
toward making my life revolve around the things I love.
__________________________________________________________________________

How Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria Triggers My Shame
Rejection sensitive dysphoria triggers feelings of guilt, shame, and rejection. This on top of
ADHD — and mixed in with the anxiety or depression. I struggle with these feelings, and I’m
here to say you are not alone — and you are not weak.
By Elizabeth Broadbent

Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria and ADHD

“Stop being so sensitive,” everyone told me when I was younger. “If you stop crying, they’ll
stop teasing you.”
I was the kid who couldn’t handle red marks on my homework, who melted down at any
sign of criticism. I’d dissolve into tears. I’d sometimes stomp away. I’d curl up into myself and
feel worthless, miserable, and guilty. The shame was overwhelming. It led to self-harm in my
teens and early 20s. I could not cope with daily life. Everything bad was my fault.
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My psychiatrists thought I was depressed and put me on an SSRI. It didn’t help, because I
wasn’t depressed. Like many women, I had several diagnoses before my doctors finally hit on
ADHD. I wasn’t manifesting depression or isolated anxiety issues. I was dealing with rejection sensitive dysphoria (RSD).
RSD is a condition that psychiatric professionals, and the ADHD community, are just beginning to understand. ADHD expert William Dodson, M.D., calls it “an extreme emotional
sensitivity and emotional pain triggered by the perception — not necessarily the reality —
that a person has been rejected, teased, or criticized by important people in his or her life.
RSD can also be triggered by failing to meet [your own] or others’ high expectations.”
As women, we know about expectations, the failure to meet them, and the emotional backlash when we fall short. Add an actual, diagnosable psychiatric condition to that response,
and you have a recipe for serious psychological damage. It started with teasing over my
reactions to not getting an A on every single paper. I was always forgetting my homework or
losing a book or doing things girls with ADHD do regularly — missing social cues, flubbing
personal interactions, blurting things out. I berated myself, and others berated me too. I
played those criticisms as a soundtrack of self-loathing.

Extreme Sensitivity to Criticism

It’s no surprise that a childhood like that, combined with RSD, left me with a hair-trigger
temper. I’m in my 30s now, and RSD is still the devil on my shoulder, the voice in my head,
the soundtrack to my life. It affects every relationship, from my parenting to my marriage to
my friendships. I once took a much-anticipated trip to meet work friends in another state. I
had fun for four hours before a comment had me convinced that these women hated me, that
they thought I was an idiot.
I spent the rest of the trip near tears. It took me months to recover. I’ve since realized that all
of this was in my head, and my friends were, as they professed to be, my friends.
I often feel like a terrible parent. The normal things that parents do — lose their temper, say
— seem worse to me. I feel that I’m destroying my children’s lives. I may cry in apology in
front of them. RSD means having to say you’re sorry more than anyone on the planet.

Impact on Marriage and Parenting

RSD has a big impact on my marriage. I would encourage anyone who thinks he or she may
be suffering from RSD to enter marriage counseling. It will help your spouse understand that
when he or she asks you to take out the garbage, it may lead to an hour-long argument, complete with tears. Of course, you should have taken out the garbage long ago, and why haven’t
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you done it sooner, and what’s wrong with you, anyway? Your spouse says, “Could you please
take out the trash?” He’s baffled and upset when you fly into accusations.
RSD can imitate a mood disorder, including bipolar disorder, complete with suicidal ideation.
A combination of guanfacine and clonidine helps some patients, Dodson says. MAOIs can also
be effective, but they come with a list of don’ts, including ADHD meds. Talk with your doctor.
Many people with ADHD experience some form of RSD. In women, it usually turns inward.
You’re not the only one feeling that guilt, shame, and rejection. I understand. I am right there
with you.
__________________________________________________________________________

Nine Ways ADHD Breaks My Heart Every Day
Somedays, I make my own sadness. Other times, my loved ones stab my heart — without
realizing it or intending to. I’ve trained myself to laugh or shrug or make a self-deprecating
comment. But the emotional pain is real — and constant, though seldom visible.
By June Silny

The Emotional Consequences of ADHD

When you have ADHD, a forgotten grocery item is never just a gallon of milk or an egg carton. A misplaced phone is never just a momentary inconvenience. Lost keys are never a joke.
These daily transgressions, ones that other people laugh off, are psychological woodpeckers.
They tap at our minds and spirits every day until we crack in half — the disappointment and
shame and loss of hope doing us in.
A lost phone brings a full-blown explosion in front of your toddler. A momentary lapse during a conversation strains your marriage. Lost keys make you late for work, full of road rage,
and crippled by anxiety.
All that remains are deflated dreams, broken relationships, and family turmoil.
Career, home, and health problems happen to everyone. But when you have ADHD, the emotional pain and suffering never cease.
I’m a woman with ADHD, a mother of children with ADHD, and an ADHD coach. The experiences I live with, and the stories I hear, make me cry. I watch one struggle lead to another
and another until the mess seems to bury you alive.

63

Expert eBook

CHAPTER 5 What It Feels Like to Live with an ADHD Brain

Here are the ways that ADHD breaks my heart over and over again.

1. My Brick Walls Built by ADHD

I’m told every day that I bump into things. Yes, I drop my phone, trip when I’m walking, and
spill my drink when I open the car door. But, mostly, the bumping is mental, not physical.
A few minutes after starting a task, I hit a brick wall of confusion or distraction or disinterest.
I can’t break through or climb over the barrier.
I am staring at the computer, a book, or a blank piece of paper when I notice that nothing is
happening. My brain has stopped working. No data comes in, and none goes out. I sit and
wait for the empty space to fill up with thoughts and productivity, but I must also prepare
myself in case it doesn’t.
No one understands what I feel as I go through the day bumping into things. I cry because
I can’t break through and because I know people see me as an irresponsible procrastinator.
They don’t know that I am full of anxiety, self-doubt, and fear.

2. My Cluttered House and Brain

For a time, I lived in a state of disarray. No matter how cluttered my house or my car became,
nothing inspired change — not even embarrassment or shame.
I didn’t want to live this way, but I couldn’t figure out how to get out from under my looming
piles of stuff. Laundry lingered at the bottom of my weekly to-do list, so the shirt I wanted
to wear was always crumpled at the bottom of a hamper and wrinkled beyond recognition.
When I couldn’t find anything to wear, I would buy new clothes that I couldn’t afford.
It breaks my heart to think of the pain I caused myself and my loved ones.

3. My Financial Mess

My heart breaks for the unpaid bills, late fees, and bad credit reports that mar my financial
history. Paying bills on time is a challenge for me. Online payments are helpful, but only if I
sign up for auto pay, because important bills always land at the bottom of the pile. And only if
there’s money left in the bank, too.
I’m blind to time, so I live in the moment. I don’t think about the day that I’ll be without
electricity if I don’t pay the bill. Consequences don’t register in my ADHD brain, so for a time
I lived from paycheck to paycheck, carrying overdraft fees from purchases I didn’t need. I
could fall back into that trap at any time.
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4. My Avoidance and Denial

The simple task of making a doctor’s appointment stays on my to-do list for three weeks before the pain becomes unbearable and I make the call. It’s easier to ignore the discomfort and
hope the pain will vanish. Maybe the toothache will go away. Maybe I don’t need a check-up
yet. I tell myself that I feel fine.
What’s so hard about making an appointment? I know what I have to do, but it’s never the
opportune time, or I forget (again), or I get tangled up in anxiety and it doesn’t happen.

5. The Meltdowns

At times, I barely recognize my child with ADHD. His uncontrollable anxiety. The slammed
doors. The fists through the walls. I stand by helplessly, watching the suffering — waiting for
the meltdown to pass.
Small triggers create huge reactions in an ADHD brain. Unfinished projects, a spoken word,
the disappointment of things not working out — they can all bring on a major meltdown.
The response rarely fits the incident that provoked it.
Helpless and frightened, I try to hold myself together. Exhausted and shattered, I wait for the
calm to return, and breathe a sigh when it does.

6. My Inability to Communicate

You know that dream where you’re trying to scream, but nothing comes out? That’s me in
many everyday conversations. The words in my head don’t form sentences in my mouth.
Like many women with ADHD, I’m a people pleaser. I worry that saying what I think will
create a rift in a relationship. Maybe I’ll hurt someone I love. Maybe my boss will fire me.
Maybe my friends will stop calling. I try to hold in my thoughts and emotions.

7. My Fear of Failure

The fear of failure is a kind of paradox. If you allow emotional paralysis to trigger unproductivity, the failure you fear has already happened. You have allowed fear to ensure your failure.
Throughout the day, a voice tells me how stupid I am. If I listen too hard, there’s no way I can
tap into my strengths. ADHD can make me believe I’m worthless. But I don’t have to listen;
that is my choice.
8. My Invisible Pain
ADHD can cause physical discomfort. Hyperfocus feels squirmy and anxious — like worms
crawling up my back. Tags, seams, clothing that is too tight or too loose — all of these cause
agitation.
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Shoes hurt. Hair is pulled too tight. Crowds are claustrophobic. I’m constantly adjusting things
in search of comfort, which I never find. Please be patient with me, don’t make fun of me, and
give me a little space to get settled. I cry when people judge, criticize, and refuse to understand.

9. My Injured Sense of Self-Worth

You’re not as bad off as you think you are. Yes, ADHD brings with it traits that are hard to
manage, but it also brings a strength of character, which I fear my child will never appreciate
in himself.
Most of all, I cry because I see you — the real you that you cannot see. I wish I had a magic
mirror to hold up before you so you could see how extraordinary you truly are.
__________________________________________________________________________

What Happened When I Stopped Apologizing for Being Me
When I started researching ADHD, my “differences” finally made sense. My quirks were part of
my brain chemistry. I stopped contorting myself to fit into a neurotypical world… until I realized
that life is smoothest when we all make concessions in the name of harmony.
By Nicole Perkowitz

I was diagnosed with ADHD at the end of my 20s. My doctor’s reaction was: “Sounds like you
have ADHD. Why don’t we throw a variety of medications at it until something sticks?”
It seems odd to me now that I received medication but no education to go along with it —
although, at the time, I didn’t realize just how useful that information would have been. Most
medical schools and residency programs give the condition little more than a passing mention, so I’m not sure the doctor realized that I could have used an education. Or that, most
likely, he needed one himself!
With medication alone, things improved a little, but I continued to struggle in many ways.
My job bored me and, short of nailing my fingers to the keyboard, there was little I could do
to be productive on a regular basis. I didn’t understand that my nervous system was interest-based. I didn’t know that support like ADHD coaching existed. I was certain that I was
losing my mind, because nothing I tried could inspire me to do what I needed to do. Worse
than that, I felt alone in my struggle.
Getting myself to do boring things was like trying to mix oil and water, or trying to catch a
cloud and pin it down. I worked overtime to make my world work. I shed tears over interruptions, knowing that to get going again was to start at square one. I couldn’t figure out why the
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ordinary responsibilities of life seemed easier for everyone else than they were for me. Day after
day, year after year, I wondered what the rest of the world had figured out that I hadn’t. Masquerading as normal is a lot of work, especially when you don’t realize that’s what you’re doing.
I was in my 30s when I started to research and understand my ADHD brain, and suddenly
things made sense.
No wonder it takes me 17 trips to the car and back to gather everything I need to leave for
work, but only about 15 seconds to decide to go on a spontaneous road trip.
No wonder I go from, “too early to leave” to “holy guacamole, I’m super late!”
If I haven’t locked myself out, I’m probably in trouble for leaving the door unlocked. Either
way, I can’t find my keys.
No wonder movies, crowds, and loud places don’t torture others the way they do me.
I’m sometimes brought to tears by interruptions after I have actually been able to focus. At
other times, if I’m lucky, I can hyperfocus to do mountains of work in what seems like an
instant.
This may explain why I’m either unable to stop talking about something super stressful or
exciting, or I’m losing my train of thought mid-sentence.
Epiphany after epiphany after epiphany.
The real epiphany came later: I just wanted to relax and to be me, to feel at home in my own
skin. I was sick of covering up my differences. To what end? Why did I need to pretend that
I’m not different?
I wasn’t going to do it anymore. Knowing that the neurotypical brain is no better than mine, I
figured, why not let others contort themselves around how I work for awhile!
I stopped apologizing for leaving cabinet doors open. I didn’t care if my stories went off on
tangents. I turned down invitations to noisy or crowded places, saying, honestly, that as much
as I would like to be there, attending would be tortuous. I refused to see any movie over two
hours long unless I was at home, where I could pause it.
I was out and proud, unapologetically ADHD!
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I still say no to all of these things, but lately I’ve become clear on another thing — never compromising feels just as icky as never being compromised with.
No matter what kind of brain we have, life is smoothest when we all make some concessions
in the name of harmony. I’ve become less “I am who I am and if they don’t like it, let them eat
cake,” and more willing to play ball. What right do I have to demand that neurotypicals meet
me halfway if I am not willing to do the same?
Having ADHD does not require me to change to make others comfortable, but it also does
not entitle me to demand that they learn all about my particular brain style, or endure my
wrath when I’m interrupted at a critical moment. I don’t get a pass for being mean or rude,
no matter the reason. Like it or not, I still have to show up on time to a lot of things if I want
to avoid repercussions.
Living in a world that was not built with me in mind is a never-ending paradox. I am better
than most at some things. Other things that seem mindlessly simple to many seem impossible to me. The way I manage is constantly evolving, a process of tweaks. I don’t have all the
answers, but what I do know is: It’s not my fault that my brain style is less typical, and, therefore, less catered to, but nor is it anyone else’s fault either.
At first, I didn’t even know there was anything to learn. Then I learned, and learning changed
my life. I grew to realize that true understanding and acceptance went both ways, and that
changed things even more.
Aren’t we all different in our own ways?
__________________________________________________________________________

The Danger of Emotional Withdrawal for Women with ADHD
ADHD and emotional withdrawal — pulling away from friends, strangers, and loved ones alike
— often go hand-in-hand. Withdrawal is a coping mechanism many women with ADHD learn
from a lifetime of rejection, disappointment, and bullying. Breaking this unhealthy habit is not
easy — but your relationships may depend on it.
By Elizabeth Broadbent

My husband keeps talking, but I am not listening. I am turning away from him. He has said
or done something completely innocent — commented about the need to do the laundry,
said he was too tired for sex, teased me for a crush on some movie star — and I am tuned out.
You see, my ADHD comes with rejection sensitivity, or rejection sensitive dysphoria (RSD),
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which can lead me to (mis)interpret things as a referendum on my (now-perceived) general
horribleness as a human being.
The stew of guilt and anger, shame and misery can be overpowering. So I turn away. I curl
into myself, cut myself off emotionally. I know it’s not a healthy coping mechanism. But at
times, it’s the only one I can manage.

Emotional Withdrawal is a Learned Behavior

Girls with ADHD often learn emotional withdrawal at a young age. For women, ADD and
emotional withdrawal often go hand-in-hand.
We can be slow to pick up on the social cues other girls learn with ease. We’re daydreamy and
spacey, rarely anchored firmly in the here and now (probably because the here and now means
forgotten papers, missed deadlines, and people demanding to know why we didn’t do better).
Our disorganization can make us a pariah as other students seek to distance themselves from the
“bad” kid. We often blurt out at inappropriate times, which can, attract the attention of a bully.
If social ostracism by the “mean girls” weren’t enough, girls with ADHD often find themselves being actively bullied — and back in the 1980s and 1990s, no one did much about it
other than tell us to suck it up. If it were a boy doing the bullying, some authority figures
might have said, “Oh, he’s just doing it because he likes you.” (Setting the stage for us to
equate abuse with healthy relationships later in life).
Teachers and parents might have dismissed our complaints as tattling, or brushed them off
— as mine did — “If you learned to act like everyone else, this wouldn’t happen to you.” We
blamed ourselves for our ostracism. We weren’t worthy of membership in the social groups
or deserving of the popularity other students enjoyed.
So we cut ourselves off. We learned not to care, because caring hurt too much. When the
teasing started, when the bullying began (again), when spitballs flew, we retreated inward. It
was the only coping mechanism we had.

We Carry the Emotional Baggage of ADHD Into Adulthood

Emotional withdrawal means bottling up your emotions. It means cutting off the people who
could help us, because we’re so used to rejection that we’ve learned to anticipate it. When we
disconnect from others, we develop unhealthy coping mechanisms.
According to statistics compiled by ADDitude, girls with ADHD are three times more likely
than are girls without the condition to be treated for a mood disorder before they are prop-

69

Expert eBook

CHAPTER 5 What It Feels Like to Live with an ADHD Brain

erly diagnosed with attention deficit. A full third of us have comorbid anxiety disorders, and
half of those — one-sixth of women with ADHD — have contemplated suicide. We have a 5.6
times higher rate of bulimia, and a 2.7 times higher chance of developing eating disorders.
And while it’s more common for men with ADHD, some of us turn to alcohol or drugs as a
form of self-medication.
These are pretty dismal facts. And many of them stem from our need to “stuff ” our emotions
— or shut down how we feel to cope with the world around us. We’ve learned to anticipate
attack, so we’ve developed unhealthy coping mechanisms — some of them blooming into
full-blown psychiatric disorders —to function in a neurotypical world. We’re always afraid of
placing a foot wrong, of missing a social cue, of forgetting a deadline. And all the planners in
the world can’t help us.

This Is Why Women with ADHD Withdraw

We pull away. We especially pull away, most dangerously, from those we love, because they are
the most likely to hurt us the deepest. Some studies have suggested that the rate of divorce in
couples where one of more partners have ADHD is twice the rate of the general population.
Part of this may be due to the effect of medications on sex lives, on inattentive behaviors, on
“chore wars,” and on time-management failures. But as one woman said, “I’ve thought about
leaving many times because I can’t take the criticism… He thinks he is helping me to be a better
person.” When he notes her ADD-related shortcomings, she ends up feeling unloved.

How Can We Address Emotional Withdrawal Positively?
1.	First, recognize that you withdraw from people and situations as a coping mechanism. This can be difficult to admit, since it’s the only way you’ve coped for so long.
But recognition is the first step. Learn to say, when you turn away from your spouse or
friends, “I am turning away from this situation. I am shutting down.” That takes serious work. It means you have to step outside your emotional responses and realize, first,
what is truly going on. If you simply succeed in saying to yourself, “I am emotionally
withdrawing right now,” that’s a step in the right direction.
2.	Take the (admittedly scary) step of verbalizing what’s happening. It helps to memorize a script to go along with it. This can be something simple: “I have ADHD. I
learned to withdraw as a coping mechanism. When you did x, it made me feel like I
have to withdraw to protect myself.” This doesn’t mean that you do or don’t have to
withdraw. It means that you are letting your partner (likely your spouse) know what’s
happening. He or she won’t feel as if they are to blame, because you’ve grounded it in
your own learned behavior, and you can, hopefully, work on some reassurance and
help together.
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3.	Next, sit down and make a list. Instead of withdrawing, what would you rather have
happen? Maybe you’d rather have validation that your feelings matter. Maybe you’d
rather have verbal assurance that you are loved just the way you are. Maybe you would
like a hug. If you recoil from that, or if you’re not ready for it, maybe you’d like to have
your hand held instead. Brainstorm a list of behaviors on the part of your partner that
could help you feel more safe, and then share it with him or her. Don’t place blame.
Instead, offer constructive advice on how to help you with emotional disassociation.

Pursue Professional Help

Are you in therapy now? You should be. We’ve seen that women who “stuff ” their feelings, who
suffer from painfully inappropriate emotional responses, can reap a host of negative outcomes.
A good cognitive behavioral therapist can help you come up with more coping mechanisms
to help you deal with your feelings. You’ll learn to change your irrational thought patterns —
in this case, the idea that offhand remarks or input from other people negate your self-worth
— to more positive ones, and to cope when the negative thoughts arrive: to deal with them,
not brood on them.
There are many ways to find a good therapist. You can start with Psychology Today’s great tool
to find therapists in your area, and then use ADDitude’s guidelines on what to look for in a
good therapist or doctor, and to know whether you should see an ADHD coach or a therapist. Someone who offers CBT (cognitive behavioral therapy) or DBT (dialectical behavioral
therapy, a kind of CBT), along with a specialty in ADHD, is preferable. Such professionals
can help you learn to stop your emotional withdrawal, and learn healthier, less dangerous
coping mechanisms that can enhance your relationships, rather than sabotaging them.
Emotional withdrawal can hurt your relationships, poison your marriage, and, through toxic
coping mechanisms, sabotage your life. But you can release yourself from its grasp. Emotional withdrawal is a behavior many women with ADHD have learned through a lifetime
of rejection, fear, and bullying. It can take time, therapy, and help to get through it. It’s important to have a strong support network in place (including, if possible, an understanding
spouse) and a good therapist.
Most of all, you need a strong commitment to change. Without that, you’ll be stuck in the rut
of withdrawal, and that doesn’t help anyone, least of all yourself.
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