
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


PRAISE FOR THE ADHD PRODUCTIVITY MANUAL

“I’m a season ticket holder for all things produced by Ari Tuckman. His masterful new book, The ADHD Productivity Manual, is his best work yet. In an ADHD-friendly manner, Dr. Tuckman has crystallized what you need to know and more importantly do and how to do it in this incomparable guide for living well with ADHD. This book will undoubtedly improve lives, including yours!”

– J. Russell Ramsay, Ph.D., ABPP, psychologist and author of The Adult ADHD Toolkit, Rethinking Adult ADHD, and The Adult ADHD & Anxiety Workbook

“Ari Tuckman has done it again. The ADHD Productivity Manual is practical, empowering, and refreshingly honest. He gives ADHD adults exactly what we need: zero BS strategies and deep respect. The reflection questions at the end of each chapter invite real transformation. This book will help you be more productive — but more importantly, it’ll help you live a good life.”

– Kristen Carder, Certified Coach, Host of the I Have ADHD Podcast, Founder of FOCUSED ADHD Coaching

“This is the closest thing I’ve seen to a comprehensive owner’s manual for your ADHD brain. And like a good owner’s manual, it’s compact, to-the-point, and full of actionable ‘troubleshooting’ prompts/solutions.  Use it as a step-by-step guide, or as an a la carte menu depending on your particular challenge du jour. Either way, one of the best minds in the ADHD solutions arena has provided perhaps the ultimate roadmap to more traction and less frustration in your ADHD life.”

– Alan P. Brown, ADHD Coach and Creator of ADD Crusher™

“Ari Tuckman has done it again! With his trademark humor and compassionate candor, Ari walks us through our ADHD struggles with wisdom and grace, uplifting us with this inspiring, powerful, and practical guide to our own success.”

– Nachi Felt, PhD, Adjunct Professor of Psychology and Education, Co-Director of the Cognition and Neuroscience Lab at Teachers College, Columbia University 

“Ari Tuckman PsyD gets it. In The ADHD Productivity Manual, he delivers the perfect mix of validation, insight, and practical tools for people with ADHD who want to get things done—and feel good about themselves in the process. Dr. Tuckman’s humor, honesty, and deep clinical experience shine through in every chapter. This isn’t just a book about productivity—it’s a guide to building a better life with ADHD, one doable step at a time.”

– Stephanie Moulton Sarkis, PhD, author and psychotherapist www.stephaniesarkis.com 

“The search is over for a hands-on, practical, compassionate guide on increasing productivity for individuals (like myself) living with ADHD. Many workbooks out there talk the talk but Dr. Ari Tuckman actually delivers, to an audience he has advocated for and treated for over 25 years! He takes the common obstacles and overwhelming challenges those with ADHD know all too well and makes it less scary and, dare I say it, even fun to tackle. He possesses a wealth of information and more importantly translates that knowledge into strategies that someone with ADHD would realistically use. The tone of the book, like Dr. Tuckman, is educative, validating and encouraging—with a sense of humor sprinkled throughout the pages.”

– Roberto Olivardia, Ph.D., Clinical Psychologist, Lecturer in the Department of Psychiatry, Harvard Medical School. Parent of two college students with ADHD. 

“Imagine managing your life—seriously, handling all the necessary details—without falling into a constant ADHD shame cycle? Tuckman's ADHD Productivity Manual strikes a balance so you can manage your mindset to get things done!”

– Elaine Taylor-Klaus, MCC, CEO ImpactParents.com, Author of The Essential Guide to Raising Complex Kids with ADHD, anxiety, and more and Parenting ADHD Now! Easy Intervention Strategies to Empower Kids with ADHD

“In his terrific new book, The ADHD Productivity Manual, Dr. Ari Tuckman offers a smart, practical guide to living a better life with ADHD. It feels like having a conversation with a kind and knowledgeable therapist ally who really wants to guide you in showing up, improving your performance and noticing your successes along the way. I really love this book and I will definitely recommend it to my clients, friends and community!”

– Sharon Saline, PhD, Author of What Your ADHD Child Wishes You Knew: Working Together to Empower Kids for Success in School and Life and The ADHD Solution Card Deck

“With practical compassionate advice, Dr. Tuckman shares deep insight into why people with ADHD struggle with productivity and how to move forward.  He offers a vital and easy to follow guide for anyone looking to get ahead of their ADHD and more easily keep up with the demands of everyday life.”

– Mark Bertin, MD, Author of Mindful Parenting for ADHD and Mindfulness and Self Compassion for Teen ADHD
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For Bailey. You’re one of the most productive people I know. More importantly, you’re always curious about how things work and willing to figure out when they don’t.
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YOU HOLD IN YOUR HAND not a book, but a hope—a brave hope that this time will be different, that this book will contain strategies that will last longer than the bananas you forgot to buy. Sure, every strategy is interesting the first time you use it. A few are even interesting the third time. And if you used them at the right time and place then that’s bonus points.

The aim of this book is to fill in all those gaps—all those places where the right strategy evades you but, sadly, the consequences don’t. That consequence might be the meeting where everyone knew you weren’t prepared. Or the consequence may be the potentially disastrous situation that you scrambled to rescue so no one’s the wiser. But you know what happened (and can’t stop thinking about it).

The obvious goal of this book is to help you get more done. The less obvious, but more important goal is that I want you to feel good about yourself. It’s easy to feel good about yourself when you hit all the marks, but we all blow it sometimes. We also need to feel good about ourselves when things don’t go according to plan. Or there wasn’t actually a plan which, it turns out, would have been helpful. And, since you probably don’t live on an island by yourself, you need to know how to manage others’ expectations so that everyone is happier with the end result.

We’re going to talk a lot about ADHD and productivity, but really, this book is about living a good life. This means having the time and energy to not only check off all the boring stuff, but to actually have time to pursue what is interesting and meaningful. These lost opportunities are the ultimate price of not managing your ADHD well. So, write this on your hand: “I want to live a good life.” That’s really what we’re doing here.

Yes, It Will Be Difficult

So this is a terrible way to get a reader psyched about a book, but here’s the blunt truth: Almost every single thing I suggest in this book will be hard to do. Or at least a stretch. Partly this is because you’re already doing all the easy stuff. Also, you’ve already figured out a bunch of hard stuff that you keep doing because it works (and has probably gotten easier with practice). This book is going to fill in around what you’re already doing. If someone tells you that managing ADHD or behavior change in general is easy, then they’re selling you something—that won’t help. You deserve better than another setup and then another disappointment.

Willpower is important, but it’s never enough.

Part of what you’re fighting here is human nature—we all make mistakes, we all forget things, we all optimistically talk ourselves into shortcuts. You’re also fighting the tide of your ADHD and how it can pull you around. It’s easy to let your days flow and just go where they take you, but to fight the tide, you need to put in the effort—from moment to moment, day to day, and year to year. It’s tiring, but that’s where the real rewards are. So, part of what we’re going to talk about is figuring out what will make that effort feel worthwhile, because that’s where the motivation is going to come from.

Here’s another blunt truth—there are a thousand things that can impact your productivity. There’s no such thing as the seven hacks that are going to supercharge your... whatever. From moment to moment, there are all sorts of things that can impact whether you get something done or don’t. I’m going to cover a lot of them. Your job is to figure out which are the ones that are most relevant for you. On the plus side, you get to skip the pages that don’t seem as relevant, at least for now. 

Why This Book Is Different

I spend most of my time working with clients, most of whom have ADHD. We talk about all the usual therapy topics, but probably talk more about productivity than most other therapists and clients. Over twenty-five years of full-time practice, I’ve done more than 40,000 client hours. You learn a few things over that time. It taught me what works and what doesn’t, that people are complicated, and that what worked today may not work tomorrow, so there are no one-size-fits-all solutions. And also, there are very few “transformative,” “revolutionary,” or “life changing” ideas out there—it’s great for marketing, but seriously, what are the odds that some rando discovered something that powerful that no one else ever did?

I take my responsibility as a therapist really seriously. People come to me because they’re suffering and they deserve my best efforts. Same goes for my readers and presentation audiences, too. This book represents everything I’ve learned about how to help people (mostly with ADHD) be more productive, broken down into accessible, practical, ADHD-friendly chunks.

How to Use This Book

There is a rationale for the order of the chapters, but you can also jump ahead to the section that will be most helpful today. If your romantic partner then notices that you’re already, like, fifty pages in, just nod and smile.

Just keep showing up and trying new things. Oh, and expect to suck at things the first time you try them—we usually do. That’s the way it’s supposed to be. The only way to be good at something is to keep doing it.

The point here isn’t to get through the book as quickly as possible. There’s no book report due tomorrow. Or yesterday. Take your time to really think about these ideas. Is this relevant for you? Where, how and in what situations? If not, why not? If it used to be but isn’t now, what did you learn to manage it better?

Write all over this book. Highlight the good parts. Cross out the junk. Scribble notes. Yell at the pages or to the heavens. Quote lines to your friends but act as if you just thought of it.

From the Page to Your Life

Ideas are interesting, but what’s more interesting is making your life better. The goal is to take these ideas and apply them into your life, put them to work, and then reap the benefits. I say that ADHD is a disorder of converting intentions into actions. This book is all about action. The good news is that you will spend less time reading and more time doing. The other good news (hopefully!) is that you get to do a bunch of stuff. Think of it as a field trip for your brain. And the best part is that you don’t need to be perfect—just a bit better, a bit more often.

That feels doable.

In addition to all the strategies, each chapter ends with three specific tasks that will take the ideas from the page and into your life. I then give you some space to think about and write out what you are going to work on so you can make it real. Take these exercises seriously and really put in the effort to see what you can do with them. If my suggestions don’t quite fit your situation, then adapt them to something better—but still put in the effort. Just like ADHD, this book is not about knowing, it’s about doing. So let’s talk about ways to help you do it. Then keep doing it.

Free PDF of All Put It to Work Questions

To make it easier to write your answers to all of the questions in Getting Started, Put It to Work, and the final chapter, you can download the PDF at  https://adultadhdbook.com/the-adhd-productivity-manual-pdf. Yep, 128 unique questions spread out over 85 pages, so get ready to do some serious thinking. This book is all about making real changes and getting things done.





Put It to Work


Make it real




	Make a commitment to apply these lessons in your daily life (don’t worry, I will also talk about how to stick with strategies)

	Remind yourself that habit change comes from effort, not just awareness

	Remind yourself that lasting change comes from persistence, from doing it again and again—and then doing it some more after you take a break from doing it (it happens)




Capture your realizations, thoughts, activities, stumbles, saves, progress... 




	Use a journal, your phone, or by scribbling in the margins here

	Then go back occasionally to see what you’ve done (and give yourself a high five)




Just keep showing up




	Make today a good day, regardless of what happened yesterday—what helpful thing can you do now?

	This book is supposed to make you feel better about yourself and more optimistic about your future, so keep reminding yourself of that if you start to get down on yourself (don’t worry, we’ll talk about this, too)
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GETTING STARTED
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BEFORE WE START SLINGING strategies, let’s take a second to figure out what you’re doing here. Being more productive is an easy goal to endorse—hell, who wouldn’t want to be more productive? If consistent and predictable productivity has felt frustratingly elusive, then it’s even easier to hope for. Obviously. Even so, let’s figure out why being more productive matters—to you, at this moment in your life. 

Getting this really clear will affect how you approach the book and what you get out of it—and how you feel about yourself after. I’m definitely not going to say that any particular reasons are right or wrong, or good or bad. Or even better or worse. This is a matter of personal preference so objective standards don’t apply. Rather, what is more helpful is to look at how likely you will be to pull it off and how you will feel about it afterwards. For example, if you would like to be more productive in less time at work so you have more time for your personal life, you should be able to make that happen, and you will probably be happy about it. On the other hand, if you’re hoping to learn how to be productive enough so that you no longer have ADHD and therefore don’t have to feel defective... well, that’s probably not going to work out. (Nor does it have to.)

Here are some of the broad categories of potential reasons to want to be more productive:

	
More time for other goals. 



Being more effective and efficient in what you need to do can give you more time for what you want to do. This could be time with family and friends, hobbies, personal projects, self-care (sleep, diet, exercise), or just time to veg out.



	
Tangible or financial benefits. 



Being more productive might get you a raise at work or make you more money if you work for yourself. Or maybe it helps you complete a degree or other training that then gives you access to better opportunities. 



	
More confidence. 



If you feel bad about yourself because you too often fall short of what you expect yourself to be able to do, then improving your batting average might plug the hole that your self-esteem leaks out of. Or maybe just knowing that you’re working hard at it will give you a boost.



	
Better social standing. 



Other people expect us to do certain things and probably at certain times. This could be your kids, romantic partner, friends, coworkers, the electric company, etc. Disappointing those expectations can lead to conflict, criticism, or even the ending of the relationship—all of which we want less of.



Do any of these jump out at you more than the others? Any burning needs in that humble bullet list? They probably all resonate to some degree, but you may want to put more energy into some than others. This will be really helpful to know as you work your way through the book. Hard work is admirable and all, but the right work is even better.

Before you run out to buy an inspirational poster related to your top reason, let’s look at the potential dark side. These are all reasonable hopes—but only to a point. As with everything in life, they don’t work out as well when they’re taken too far. So, here’s how to keep each of those above reasons in the happy middle:

	
More time for other goals.



As much as we may value these other goals, we still need to allow ourselves to enjoy them when we have the opportunity. This means tempering that drive to always do more—and feel guilty when we’re not. It also means sometimes pushing ourselves to actually do what we say we want more of—e.g., to truly connect with the people in our life rather than hide in our phone, which may feel mentally easier. Having the time is a good start, but then we need to use that time well, which often is harder than we think it should be.



	
Tangible or financial benefits.



More money can make your life better, but only up to a certain point. Opportunities that make your life better in some ways may come with other downsides. It’s really about finding the right balance of everything in your life at that point in time. Unfortunately, different parts of our lives often compete for the same finite resources of time and attention, so we may feel like we’re always torn. (This is why work/life balance is a concept.) As we move through different stages of life, these balances may shift back and forth as we prioritize different goals. An interesting life usually involves holding some tension between the different parts of our life and accepting that we need to actively manage how we divide up our time and attention.



	
More confidence.



I’m all in favor of strategies that help people be more effective, but that will only build your self-esteem to a certain point. The goal here isn’t to make you invincible or to “cure” your ADHD. You’re still a fallible human. Real happiness may require raising your level of performance in certain areas but also valuing the rest of who you are. This means accepting that certain areas will continue to be a struggle, while recognizing that you are working on it. Life can still be pretty good even without you being amazing at everything. This also means learning to be happy with the progress you’ve made rather than setting yourself up for discouragement by repeatedly raising the bar on your desired level of performance.



	
Better social standing.



If your level of performance is below what you need it to be to accomplish what you want, then it’s probably worth the effort to improve it—for example, reducing the number of issues that fall through the cracks so you can show your boss that you’re ready for those more interesting projects. Sure, except that someone else’s impressions of you also depend on their expectations and how they interpret what you do (e.g., do they notice your extra effort or the times when you drop the ball?). You can try to manage your reputation, but there may come a point where you decide that it isn’t worth trying to meet someone else’s standards and that you can tolerate the price that comes with that. Others’ opinions can be disappointingly stuck, so sometimes we need to be OK with letting go of what others think.



As I said before, none of this is right or wrong. It’s really a matter of making a well-thought-out and well-informed decision about where you are in your life now, where you want to be, and what’s worth all of this time and effort. Then being willing to shift what you’re doing as circumstances evolve. 

So, take a few minutes to think about why you want to be more productive. Then take a few more minutes. Then think about it again tomorrow. 

Consider these questions: 


How do your past struggles with productivity influence how you feel about yourself now? About your ability to be more productive?

What does it mean to you to be more productive? Or less?

What have you been told (explicitly and implicitly) about your level of productivity?

How did getting diagnosed with ADHD change how you understand and feel about yourself?

How would your life be different in tangible or visible ways if you were more productive?

What about in more intangible ways, like how you would feel about yourself?

If you were really honest about why you want to be more productive, what would you not want to admit to anyone else?

What are you hoping to get from this book?

What are you willing to put into those goals for this book?



The answers to these questions will not only target your efforts, but will also be the motivation to apply yourself when you don’t feel like it, when change is hard. Good ideas are fine, but the real point here is to make your life better. So, keep these reasons in the front of your mind as you plow through the rest of these pages. Maybe bookmark this page and come back to it when you’re feeling frustrated or bored.

OK, now go out and buy that inspirational poster.
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​SECTION I.
WHY DOES ADHD MAKE PRODUCTIVITY HARDER?
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SUFFICE TO SAY, IF you’re reading this book it’s because you already know that ADHD makes productivity harder—in lots of small, large, frustrating, confusing, disappointing, embarrassing, and/or maddening ways. Sure, but why? As in, how exactly does ADHD influence how you do things?

The better you understand the whys of something, the more you can do something about it—not just in standard situations with premade solutions, but also in those random situations where you need to get creative. My goal for this book is to give you not just a long list of strategies (boring), but rather a framework to understand how to tackle whatever life brings. This section lays that foundation for everything that follows, so it’s worth spending some time here, even though you really want to skip ahead. I promise I’ll make it worth your while and throw in enough jokes to make the trip more enjoyable. But go pee first before we really get going.
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1. ADHD Is All About Doing
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RUSSELL BARKLEY, PHD has a famous quote that ADHD is not a disorder of knowing what to do; it’s a disorder of doing what you know. Definitely. I sometimes say that ADHD is a disorder of reliably converting intentions (inside your head) into actions (out in the world, at the right time and place). It impacts your ability to apply your abilities to the demands of the moment. Not that anyone is perfect, but folks with ADHD have more of those distracted, forgetful, impulsive moments than others do.

Everyone gets distracted sometimes, misplaces their keys, procrastinates, loses track of time, forgets to do something, or blurts out something that may be true but was probably better left unsaid (you know, on account of that true part). We all get some free passes where life kind of moves on. Whatever.

Unfortunately, those frustrating ADHD moments use up those free passes faster than you earn them back, so it’s harder to keep moving forward and still feel good about yourself. Often other people will notice those moments, but even if they don’t, you still do. Here we go again...

In some basic ways, ADHD impacts many fundamental productivity skills:


	Paying attention to all the boring stuff that life requires

	Keeping track of the details of a task

	Remembering what needs to be done and when

	Organizing the necessary items and ideas

	Predicting how long a task will take, tracking time, being on time, finishing on time

	Holding back impulsive actions, including switching to a more interesting task

	Getting back on track after interruptions

	Wrapping up all the details after the novelty has worn off



All of this can be visible to others who not only notice, but then also have thoughts and feelings about it—and about you. Usually, we look at what people do and how they do it and make assumptions about the person’s intentions and how they feel about the task. Given enough data points, we start to make assumptions about their character—which can carry some real consequences.

Most of the time, when we make these inferences about others based on their actions, we tend to get it right enough for society to function. But sometimes we get it totally wrong. Unfortunately, this is where ADHD makes dealing with other people messy. Remember my line that ADHD makes it harder to reliably convert intentions into actions? Well, people look at your actions and then make (inaccurate) assumptions about your intentions—and ultimately your character. This can definitely cast a long shadow on how others treat you when it comes to getting things done—which then influences how you think about yourself and how you approach tasks. It all gets psychological and messy. But fear not—we will address this too in the pages that follow.

You Need the Right Strategies

I’m sure you’ve tried all sorts of strategies to be more productive. And also strategies to manage the social fallout of those unproductive times. Generic good advice has a certain logical appeal to it, but unfortunately our actions tend to not be 100% logical, especially with ADHD, so presumably helpful advice isn’t always helpful enough. And sometimes the advice isn’t helpful at all, like leaving earlier as a solution for chronic lateness only works if you’re good at noticing that it’s now time to leave. And know where your keys are. 

Quick fixes fail quickly. Meaningful change takes effort and time.

Sometimes the problem is that one good idea, by itself, isn’t enough. It depends on what else is happening around us and inside us. This not only makes our performance variable, but also frustratingly unpredictable—it worked last time, so why didn’t it work this time?! Again, this is true for all people who aren’t robots but it is especially true for folks with ADHD. Adding insult to injury, this variability means that the times when you did do what was expected ended up pouring salt in the wounds of the times when you somehow didn’t because they proved that you can indeed do it... at least sometimes.

The good news is that there are a whole bunch of points of intervention where you can begin to close the gap between your intentions and actions. It’s also why this book isn’t just a two-minute video with the top seven strategies that will dominate your ADHD or something. The question when you’re feeling stuck is, what exactly is getting in your way here? The better you know yourself and how your brain works, the more likely it will be that you can pull enough of the right levers to get the wheels turning. It all adds up. The goal is to pull as many of those levers as you can.

As much as I would love to promise that this book will solve all your problems, ADHD-related or otherwise, the truth is that it won’t. It will make some things better and will help you feel more OK with the habits or situations that don’t change that much. To this end, we will seriously think about how productive you really need to be—and at what cost. We will also think about how you want to handle other people’s expectations and reactions to your productivity or lack thereof—again, at what cost.

As I said in the intro, the real goal of this book is to make your life better. Being more productive is a means to an end. One of the benefits of learning to become more productive is that it gives you a greater sense of agency and a more positive self-image. Those make life better, too, especially if your ADHD has put a bunch of dents and scratches in your agency and self-image over the years. We have some big goals here, but I think that between us, we can do it.





Put It to Work


	Notice how your ADHD gets in the way of doing what you know. (This one is probably way easier than you would hope it to be which is obviously why you’re reading this book.) But, since people struggle to do things for a lot of reasons, also notice when it isn’t your ADHD.

	Notice how other people also have absent-minded moments, procrastinate, show up late, etc. How do they handle it? How do others? What is a reasonable level of forgiveness? 

	Apply an ADHD-friendly strategy that you already know and notice how it’s helpful. How does it help you convert your intention into action? How does it help you do the right thing at the right time? How can you tweak it to maybe make it a little more likely to work?
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2. ADHD Makes It Harder to See Time
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WHEN YOU REALLY GET down to it, ADHD is all about time. It impacts your ability to manage time efficiently and get tasks done at the right time and place. When you get distracted, your attention gets hijacked by something that may be interesting in the moment but isn’t the best use of your time now because it won’t benefit you enough in the future (which is where the consequences show up). In this chapter and the next, I will lay out my current conceptualization of ADHD, which then sets the foundation for most of the strategies in the rest of the book. There won’t be a quiz, but it will be helpful to understand.

Time Is Slippery with ADHD

One of the most important abilities humans possess is the awareness of how the past brought us to the present and then flows into the future. It allows us to apply the lessons of the past to not only today’s challenges, but also to think ahead to what tomorrow might bring so we can act now to hopefully create more desirable outcomes. This allows us to actively shape our destinies rather than simply reacting to whatever is happening right now. When we talk about time management, really what we’re talking about is being able to take time into account when planning our actions—doing the right things at the right times, with an eye towards future benefits and costs. This has a profound effect on our ability to create the life that we want—academically, professionally, and personally. The better we see time and act accordingly, the more influence we have.

As with all human abilities, people fall on a bell curve when it comes to being aware of time and using it to guide their actions. Some people’s internal clock ticks loudly, so they’re very aware of time and what they need to do when. Others’ clocks tick softly, so time too often slips by unnoticed—until they suddenly notice it again. As in, “Oh my god! I have to leave!” or, “Is that due tomorrow?!” I’ll let you guess which end of the bell curve folks with ADHD tend to hang out in. I’ll also give you a moment to realize how many ADHD-friendly strategies and tools relate to tracking time and setting up future outcomes to have a bigger effect on current actions.
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