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        This is more than a writing guide; it’s a survival kit for ADHD writers. By blending neuroscience, coaching insight, and hands-on exercises, the authors deliver a roadmap that is both practical and empowering. For any adult with ADHD who wants to finish a book, this resource is a game-changer.

      




      - David Giwerc, Founder/President, ADD Coach Academy, ADDCA, MCAC, MCC


    




    

      

        The problem isn’t that you can’t write a book. The problem is you’ve been forcing yourself to do it the way everyone else says you “should.” This book shows you how to finally start—and finish—your manuscript without shame, burnout, or endless false starts. You don’t need more rigid schedules or guilt trips. You need a method that works with your brain, not against it. If you’ve been carrying around the dream of finishing your book for years, this is your roadmap to finally seeing it in print.

      




      - Ezra Dewolfe, Founder of ADHD Tools
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    Introduction




    If you’re reading this book, you likely fall into one of two groups: those who want to write a book but have never been able to get started, and those who have been trying to write but can’t seem to get to ‘the end.’ If you’ve yet to start you might be struggling with organizing your thoughts, your story or your materials and feeling overwhelmed by the immensity of the task; if you’re somewhere in the middle you might be faced with procrastination, distractions or a lack of motivation that keeps you from getting the hard work done.




    As writers with ADHD ourselves, we know how challenging and frustrating it can be, even with our years of experience. You might believe that ADHD throws up insurmountable barriers; after all, the writing classes never talk about how to keep yourself from jumping over to your social media every five minutes, or how to prevent yourself from falling down a Wikipedia research hole that sucks up all your writing time. You’ll hear time and time again to just get your butt in the chair and write. What they don’t mention is how difficult it can be to just…sit down and start writing. Writing classes and craft books are still very important for becoming a better writer, but this isn’t the kind of book that’s going to teach you to write well. If you’re looking for instructions on improving your actual craft and ability, we suggest you find a class or writing coach that acknowledges neurodiversity and knows how to cater to a variety of learning and processing modalities. What this book is going to do is teach you how to develop a sustainable writing process when you have ADHD by addressing challenges facing ADHD writers.




    
Chapter 1: Meet Your ADHD Writing Guides




    Kirsten Donaghey’s life reads like one of those hyper-detailed to-do lists that gets misplaced and then rewritten to reflect the ‘now.’ Trained by the ADD Coach Academy (ADDCA) and certified by the International Coaching Federation (ICF), Kirsten is an ADHD coach who knows firsthand the joys and trials of a mind that never stops. She’s also a writing coach. She thrives in work projects that are collaborative, goal-oriented and are a work in progress. Like many ADHDers, she loves ideas and any form of creativity, from problem-solving to creating something with her hands to understanding different ways of learning.




    Several years ago, Kirsten and her family packed up their Canadian sensibilities and moved to Vienna, Austria, a city that soon became home. Raising two sons in a foreign country came with its challenges, but being out of her comfort zone soon became a blessing. She realized her potential thrived in this feeling of never fully understanding what was going on or how to do something according to the new cultural standards. It was a platform for finding solutions, starting new initiatives and never being bored.




    Kirsten started her own business and launched a nonprofit writing organization in Vienna called Write Now Vienna. It became a lively hub where misplaced modifiers and half-finished manuscripts found a home, where writers could come together and feel like they had found their community.




    Kirsten is a firm believer in lifelong learning and personal development. One of her favorite activities is jumping on a train for a self-imposed writing or work retreat, reveling in the proximity to different cultures and countries that living in Vienna affords her.




    Becoming an ADHD coach felt like a natural progression. After her son was diagnosed with ADHD her own diagnosis followed, and Kirsten found her calling coaching writers who often felt overwhelmed, stuck and prone to procrastination. Combining her experience with writers with ADHD and coaching was a perfect fit. Kirsten works with clients around the globe, both as an ADHD coach and an ADHD coach specifically for writers. She is passionate about helping writers realize that their own creative process negates any ‘should’ when it comes to writing.




    Her writing has been published in several Canadian literary journals, and she studied at the Humber School of Writing. Her first novel is due out in 2026.




    Although Nicole Bross was the poster child for undiagnosed inattentive ADHD in girls growing up in the 90s, she was shocked to receive a diagnosis as an adult. All the things she’d always hated herself for—the disorganization, the paralysis when faced with complex tasks, the constant (CONSTANT!) daydreaming that kept her from focusing on anything even remotely tedious—they all had an explanation. That was when she decided she was going to stop beating herself up for something that wasn’t even her fault to begin with, and start figuring out not only how her brain works, but how to turn those perceived flaws into assets she could use to her advantage. Today, she’s proudly neurodiverse and an advocate for mental health awareness, and believes that these attributes are not barriers to creativity, but gifts you can harness to your advantage. She works as an Author Accelerator-certified book coach for neurodiverse fiction writers in all genres, specializing in designing customized writing practices for each client’s individual needs and challenges. In addition to that she’s been the editor of a magazine for over 10 years, is a traditionally published fiction author and works to train and improve generative AI systems, because why have one job when you can have four? She’s also penned articles about ADHD and writing productivity for several online publications. Realizing that her need to keep things novel and switch up tasks often was a product of her ADHD and not a character flaw revolutionized the way Nicole saw herself as a person, and she now views that trait as a way to help lots of different people in lots of different ways. As a writing coach working with people with ADHD and autistic folks, one of the most important parts of her approach is helping her clients to change the story about who they are as a writer, from one who can’t finish (or can’t even get started on) their book to one who’s inspired, productive and excited to write. She loves to connect with other neurodiverse writers, whether that’s through coaching, the monthly free co-writing sessions she hosts or via online groups. She lives with her family in Calgary, Canada.




    
Chapter 2: The Best Way to Use This Book




    It can take a lot of time, as well as trial and error, to find a writing process that works for you and your unique type of ADHD. It’s our hope that this book will not only reassure you that you can get your book done, but also save you some time by finding the right tools and strategies for you. You’re going to learn techniques for staying focused and on task, keeping yourself motivated and organizing your story into a road map for success, all with your incredible neurodiverse brain in mind, from people who have been there and know what it’s like. Whether you have an inattentive, impulsive/hyperactive or combined type of ADHD, this book will help you make your writing goals a reality. You will even learn how ADHD can benefit—yes, benefit—your writing process.




    So, what’s the best way to use this book? First off, you don’t need to read it chronologically; in fact, we recommend that you don’t. Find the sections that speak most to your issues, goals and type of ADHD and read them in whatever order you believe will be most useful. Don’t be afraid to mark up the book either. Get out your highlighter or scribble notes in the margins. Dog-ear the pages you want to come back to later. We won’t mind. This is literally a hands-on book!




    One thing you may notice is that certain pieces of advice are repeated in different chapters. This is intentional—those suggestions can help with multiple challenges you may be facing, and we know many people will only read the chapters that apply to them. In some cases we may also refer you to a different chapter that’s related to the one you’re currently reading, if we feel it could be helpful as well.




    This book also discusses writing mainly in terms of fiction, with references to things like plot, characters, scenes, etc., but there’s plenty of advice here for nonfiction and memoir writers as well! In cases where we discuss specific aspects of fiction novels, you can substitute the details of your nonfiction or memoir project instead.




    The piece of advice we give throughout this book that appears the most often is the recommendation to create some sort of outline for your story. Although we do acknowledge that everyone will develop their own process, we can’t stress enough how beneficial it is to have a plan before jumping into creative writing. Many a writer has sworn that they need to write when the creative mojo strikes, and their subconscious will ‘find’ or ‘organize’ the story. If you’re someone who dives in, acting on creative impulses and muses, a.k.a. a pantser (someone who writes by the seat of their pants), chances are you’re being enticed by the high-tension scenes, which are a source of dopamine in disguise. But what happens when you need to write the rest of the book and connect those scenes together? The backstory, the scenes that move the plot forward; you know, the stuff that’s necessary but doesn’t evoke such a strong reaction while writing. With an outline, you can jump around to work on different sections and not feel so lost because you’ll always know what needs to get done. Another possibility is that you’re struggling to sit down and write in the first place because the idea of ‘writing a book’ feels so overwhelming. For many people that overwhelm doesn’t come from just the task; it’s also the emotional baggage you lug around, such as the expectation or need for recognition. An outline breaks down a book into scenes, and writing a scene feels much more manageable! It allows you to focus on a single task, not an open-ended, massive endeavor. The solution to many of the issues writers with ADHD can face is often some sort of outline or plan, so we hope that even if you’re a dyed-in-the-wool pantser you’ll hear us out and give it a try.




    This book includes a hands-on section on the how and why of building a book outline, in case you’ve never made one before. Even if you’re well into your draft, we encourage you to dive in! Creating an outline can lift that fog of overwhelm and bring fresh clarity to your story. While creativity and flow are essential, having a clear roadmap gives you a greater sense of control and confidence as you write.




    

      

        “It takes as much energy to wish as it does to plan.”

      




      -Eleanor Roosevelt


    




    If you want to jump straight to tackling a persistent challenge, here are some shortcuts to common issues writers with ADHD face. Simply turn to the appropriate chapter and come back to the other sections when you’re ready.




    

      	
My book is a mess and I have no idea what my story’s about. Read Chapter 8 on Outlines (here)




      	
I just don’t feel like writing. How can I get myself motivated? Read Chapter 16 on Reigniting Interest (here), Chapter 17 on Accountability (here) or Chapter 18 on Setting Goals (here)




      	
Writing takes so long because I edit and agonize as I go. How can I shift my mindset so I keep writing forward? Read Chapter 15 on Perfectionism (here)




      	
Why do I do everything except write my book? Read Chapter 10 on Distractions (here), Chapter 14 on Procrastination (here) or Chapter 21 on Focus (here)




      	
I’m 80% done—why can’t I just finish my book? Read Chapter 20 on Boredom (here)




      	If you’re interested, we also have a few chapters that can help you find support from both peers and professionals, as well as the science of the ADHD brain and what’s different about it from a neurotypical one. However we recommend you save those for later and focus on addressing your challenges and getting your writing process organized first.


    




    Now, are you ready to turn over a fresh page and get started? Then read on.




    
Chapter 3:  It’s Not All Bad News!




    Having ADHD may feel like one never-ending struggle. You expend vast amounts of your energy just to stay on track, leaving you overwhelmed and physically and mentally depleted. You may envy the neurotypical people who have clear ideas, understand structure and know how to pace themselves. We feel you. But there is good news!




    A common trend on social media is to reframe the reality of ADHD by referring to it as having superpowers. The intention is to help people see their ADHD in a more positive light by looking for the strengths their neurodivergence gives them. While we believe there are positive traits that we tend to have in common, we don’t find it beneficial to label them as superpowers. It gives a false impression that because we have these traits, certain things like writing a book may be easier. While it’s great to be able to see this side of ADHD, don’t assume that they’ll make writing a book a breeze. The reality is, writing a book is hard for everyone. It takes time and perseverance. But most importantly, it requires you to embrace your strengths, develop strategies for your challenges and trust your unique process.




    That said, are there advantageous aspects of ADHD that not only can help you get your novel written, but could even make it better than it would be if you were neurotypical? Absolutely. Let’s look at three of them.




    Your neurodivergent brain is great at generating a wide range of ideas or solutions to any given situation. Think story plotting, imagining the details of a scene, conflict resolution and plot twists. People with ADHD have been shown to be more creative when it comes to both problem-solving and imagination, especially when it comes to divergent thinking, which is the ability to come up with many ideas from a single starting point.1 This means that not only are people with ADHD often natural storytellers, they can also find more creative ways to fix a plot hole or develop a unique twist! Sarah J. Sover, author of the urban fantasy Fractured Fae series and frequent speaker about her ADHD at writing conventions, knows that her neurodiversity gives her an advantage.




    

      

        1 https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7543022/


      


    




    “Society is not structured with us in mind, but that doesn’t mean that you can’t make room for the way your brain operates in your personal spaces,” she says. “My brain connects things that others might not see, and the result can be some delightfully surprising concepts.”




    Meghan Scott Molin, author of the Golden Arrow mysteries who was diagnosed with ADHD as an adult after her first book was published, agrees. “Ideation has never been an issue, and I love my brain for that,” she says.




    Not all people with ADHD are impulsive, but those who often act without restraint will be way ahead when it comes to taking risks with their writing. Having been identified as ‘different’ for so long, either by themselves or others, people with ADHD are used to challenging the status quo or trying out new ideas.




    Hyperfocus can be the ADHD writer’s secret weapon that turns them into a narrative powerhouse. Hyperfocus is a state of intense concentration on a specific task or interest. While in hyperfocus mode, you can become fully absorbed in your work, often producing high-quality, creative results, all while tuning out the rest of the world, sometimes for hours at a time. This deep level of engagement allows you to explore your creative talents to the fullest, and it’s a tool that, with practice, can be channeled and used to your advantage.




    Seeing the positive side of ADHD can help balance out the way you feel about its more frustrating aspects, whether that’s distractibility, disorganization or any other challenges it presents. You may not have even realized that you have these gifts, or understood that you can use them to your advantage! Next time you figure out a brilliant solution to a plot problem or find that you’ve written nonstop for hours, lost to the outside world, take a second to thank your ADHD for doing you a solid.




    
Chapter 4: You’re Not Alone On This Journey




    While it’s a stated fact that neurodiverse brains are different from neurotypical ones, at no point in this book will we ever refer to ADHD or any neurodiversity as a disability, because it isn’t one. Being neurodiverse is just a different way of being, as intrinsic to who you are as your gender, race or any other immutable part of you. ADHD isn’t something to be cured or suppressed, and the only reason why people see it as an impairment in the first place is because we live in a world designed by, and for, neurotypical people. Anything outside that paradigm is seen as ‘bad’ or ‘wrong,’ but that doesn’t mean that’s actually true! Just under 5% of adults have ADHD,2 or close to 1 in 20, but given the increased creativity that’s one of the hallmarks of neurodiversity, it stands to reason that more people who work in artistic fields like writing would have ADHD, too. That means there are lots of people just like you out there, trying to make a go at writing a book. It’s important to know that not only are you not alone on this novel-writing journey, but there are plenty of things about you that are pretty amazing, too.




    

      

        2 Kessler RC, Adler L, Barkley R, Biederman J, Conners CK, Demler O, Faraone SV, Greenhill LL, Howes MJ, Secnik K, Spencer T, Ustun TB, Walters EE, Zaslavsky AM. The prevalence and correlates of adult ADHD in the United States: results from the National Comorbidity Survey Replication. Am J Psychiatry. 2006 Apr;163(4):716-23.


      


    




    Understanding your strengths and reminding yourself of all the positive things you’ve done is important not only because you can leverage that information to develop better strategies for your ADHD, but also to provide a counterpoint to the negative feelings people with ADHD can have when they’re struggling to overcome their challenges. There are two exercises that the ADD Coach Academy (ADDCA) advocate in order to do this. One is the VIA Institute on Character’s character strengths test, which can be found here: https://www.viacharacter.org. This free test takes about ten minutes to complete and identifies the aspects of your character or identity that shine the brightest. When you feel most engaged, alive and authentic, you’re likely using one or more of your top seven strengths. If you’re feeling challenged by a task, try bringing one of your top traits to the table.




    The second exercise is to keep a list of your achievements, big and small. These are things that are personal to you and give you a sense of accomplishment and wellbeing. They have nothing to do with what other people think of you; they’re reminders of times in your life when the authentic you shone through. Take a few minutes to write out a list of your accomplishments and give your list a sparkly title. It could be Moments I’m Proud Of, or Truly Myself—My Wins.




    Some items that might appear on your list:




    

      	Getting a grant for your writing




      	Having a photograph in a gallery exhibition




      	Teaching a workshop on memoir writing




      	Taking a solo trip




      	Putting money into a savings account every month




      	Helping a friend in need




      	Completing a major project


    




    Once you’ve done both the VIA test and made your list, you can look at them together and reflect on how your character strengths contribute to your personal achievements. This, hopefully, will help give you a more balanced view of yourself, and people who feel good about themselves are more likely to achieve their goals and view their capabilities in a positive light. The next time you’re bemoaning some aspect of your ADHD, don’t forget to remind yourself that there’s lots about you to celebrate, too.




    
Chapter 5: Be Kind to the Writer You Are, Not the One You Think You Should Be




    ADHD is typically divided into three different types: Inattentive, Impulsive/Hyperactive and Combined. Everyone’s ‘flavor’ of ADHD is a little different. Although the diagnosis is the same, the challenges people face vary widely. Understanding which issues affect you the most will go a long way towards creating a writing practice and sticking with it, and just to be clear, that writing practice will be different for each of you, and what ‘consistency’ looks like will be different, too.




    Whether you have an official diagnosis of ADHD from a medical professional or strongly suspect you have it, it’s important to drill down to figure out which aspects make up your own type of ADHD. But before we dive into that, there’s one thing that every person with ADHD needs to learn, no matter what task they’re facing: how to give yourself grace.




    As a member of the neurodiverse community, your writing journey isn’t necessarily going to be the same as that of your neurotypical peers. If you focus too much on them you’ll spend a lot of time shaking your head and wondering how they do it. You’ll also probably have moments where you feel inferior or frustrated at how much easier it seems for them. Whether it’s how much they seem to get done compared to you or how they can plan out scenes in their head and not forget them half an hour later, it’s almost inevitable that at some point you’re going to look at your own practice and find it lacking. But this isn’t a fair comparison, and it doesn’t mean that they’re better writers than you. Think of it this way: you wouldn’t expect to be able to dunk a basketball as well as someone who was seven feet tall, would you? They have an advantage you don’t: height, but it doesn’t mean you can’t make the shot from a different angle and end up with the same number of points. You can learn to do the same thing, just in a different way. It’s the same with neurotypical vs. neurodiverse brain types. The former has one skill set, and the latter has another. Each can achieve their goal of creating a sustainable writing practice—they’re just going to approach it differently.




    Knowing yourself means, to a large degree, accepting yourself. One of the biggest causes of ADHD fatigue is exhausting your brain by trying to fit into a world designed for and by neurotypical people. Eliminate ‘should’ from your vocabulary. No more telling yourself, “I should be able to…” or “I should have...” Know your own individual strengths and weaknesses, trust your instincts and don’t try to be neurotypical when you’re neurodivergent!




    This is where learning to give yourself grace comes in. Chances are, your expectations for yourself are based on what a neurotypical world demands, but because you’re not neurotypical, you might not always be able to meet those demands the way you think you should, or the way others think you should. When this happens—when you use half your writing time doing anything but writing, or when you spend all day telling yourself you’re going to write after dinner, and then forget because you got distracted—be kind to yourself. Be forgiving. Tell that nasty voice in your head berating you to hush. You’re working with a different set of tools, and especially if you had a late diagnosis of ADHD, you’re still learning to use them. Try to reframe your perceived disappointments as successes. You only wrote 500 words instead of the planned 1,000? Look at the win: you just wrote 500 words! You’re 500 words closer to the end of your book! You spent all your time daydreaming about your story instead of writing it? Congratulations, that still counts as plot development, and it’s going to make tomorrow’s writing session go smoother because you worked out that tricky plot problem in advance!




    Being kind to yourself in this way takes practice, and it’s especially hard after so many years of internalized messaging about what productivity and success look like, but it’s vitally important to learn so you can feel good about your path as a writer and enjoy the process. The last thing you want is to create a feedback loop of shame and disappointment every time you sit down to write because you’re upset about your progress. An important aspect of quieting negative self-talk and endless rumination is to practice being kind to yourself. You would never criticize or bully someone else for the same challenges, would you? Then don’t do it to yourself either.




    Now that you’ve pledged to give yourself grace, it’s important to identify two things: which aspects of your ADHD are creating the biggest barriers so you can learn to overcome them, and which aspects are going to help you make progress. Read on to learn about the most common traits for each type of ADHD.




    
Chapter 6: The Three Types of ADHD




    Knowing which type of ADHD you have is important because aside from the obvious, ‘knowledge is power,’ different types have different symptoms and challenges. Research and awareness are rapidly moving us away from the stereotypical description of ADHD, that of a young boy who can’t sit still to save his life and is constantly getting up to mischief. The reality is so much more nuanced than that. Today, we know that ADHD symptoms can be inconsistent, causing people to struggle in one situation or setting but not in another. We also know that girls and women are more likely to have the inattentive type,3 where focus and attention are the main challenges. Another difference is that when women are diagnosed with hyperactive type, they are more likely to experience it as an ‘internal restlessness;’ once again not displaying the same symptoms as the stereotype. Women are also more likely to be diagnosed later in life because of the way they cope with or ‘mask’ their symptoms. Masking is a strategy that people use to hide their challenges and even aspects of their personalities in order to conform to society’s expectations and norms.4 With ADHD, this might look like creating a complicated system of reminders or alarms to remind you to do something or suppressing the need to fidget because you think it makes you look strange. As our study and knowledge of ADHD grows, so too does our ability to recognize our symptoms and find solutions to manage them. By understanding which type of ADHD you have, you’ll be better equipped to manage, leverage, hack and understand your neurodiverse brain to create a writing practice that will get you past your blocks and move you forward in your novel-writing journey. To that end, here are some common symptoms of the inattentive and impulsive/hyperactive types and how each one could be affecting your writing practice.




    

      

        3 Antoniou, Evangelia, et al. “ADHD Symptoms in Females of Childhood, Adolescent, Reproductive and Menopause Period.” Materia Socio-Medica, U.S. National Library of Medicine, June 2021, pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8385721/.


      




      

        4 https://add.org/adhd-masking/


      


    




    

      

        



        

      



      

        

          	

            Inattentive Type


          

        




        

          	

            Inattentive-type ADHD, also known as ADHD-PI (Predominantly Inattentive Presentation), is characterized primarily by symptoms related to inattention, as opposed to hyperactivity and impulsivity, which are more prevalent in the other subtypes of ADHD. Here are the typical symptoms of inattentive-type ADHD:


          

        


      



      

        

          	

            Symptoms you may experience


          



          	

            How the symptom might affect your writing practice


          

        




        

          	

            Difficulty paying attention


          



          	

            You have trouble staying focused during your writing session or lose track of your storyline


          

        




        

          	

            Easily distracted


          



          	

            You have trouble ignoring interruptions (a notification on your phone, a dog barking outside, remembering that you haven’t yet paid a bill) or have difficulty returning to your writing after an interruption


          

        




        

          	

            Making careless mistakes or lack of attention to details


          



          	

            You may be inconsistent with details in your story or make mistakes like addressing a query letter to the wrong person


          

        




        

          	

            Difficulty organizing tasks


          



          	

            You struggle to write an outline or with scheduling your writing time consistently


          

        




        

          	

            Forgetfulness


          



          	

            You plan to write at a certain time and forget or make other plans instead


          

        




        

          	

            Losing items


          



          	

            Misplacing items you need to write like your laptop, notebook, glasses, etc.


          

        




        

          	

            Avoiding or disliking tasks requiring sustained mental effort


          



          	

            You can’t sit down and write for five hours (or even two) uninterrupted like other writers you know can


          

        




        

          	

            Difficulty listening to and following instructions


          



          	

            You’re listening to a podcast or taking a class about writing but find yourself daydreaming and losing track of what’s being said


          

        




        

          	

            Poor time management


          



          	

            You tell yourself you’ll finish your book by a certain deadline but have no actual plan to achieve this goal


          

        


      

    




    

      

        



        

      



      

        

          	

            Impulsive/Hyperactive Type


          

        




        

          	

            Impulsive/hyperactive type ADHD, also known as ADHD-HI, is characterized by a combination of impulsive behaviour and hyperactivity. You may experience some or all of these symptoms:


          

        


      



      

        

          	

            Symptoms you may experience


          



          	

            How the symptom might affect your writing practice


          

        




        

          	

            Acting without thinking, making decisions without considering the consequences


          



          	

            

              	You go off on tangents and suddenly you’re writing a completely different book




              	You add new characters or subplots to your novel without thinking about how they affect the overall story or if they contribute to it


            


          

        




        

          	

            Interrupting others, blurting out answers or having difficulty waiting your turn


          



          	

            You talk over other people in your writing group or don’t give others equal time


          

        




        

          	

            Physical restlessness and excessive fidgeting


          



          	

            

              	You find it difficult to sit at your desk long enough to get any writing done




              	Your hands are busy doing anything but typing




              	You prefer to talk about your book, do research or attend writing groups than actually sit down and do the writing itself


            


          

        


      

    




    If you’ve been diagnosed with, or believe you have combined type ADHD, then you’re likely to have a collection of symptoms from both of these charts.




    The lists here are by no means complete; you may only have a few of these symptoms and to varying degrees. They may also manifest differently in different situations; for example, you may struggle with sitting still at your desk at home but be fine at a coffee shop where there are more stimuli to keep you engaged in your writing.




    So what does this mean for your writing practice? Sometimes it may not be obvious how your symptoms are negatively (or positively) affecting your goal to write a novel. Maybe you just know it’s not getting done, you feel like you’re going in circles or you’re editing more than producing new scenes. Perhaps you feel too overwhelmed to even start. It’s important to be as specific as possible in identifying how your ADHD is preventing you from making and achieving goals so you can develop workable solutions or hacks.




    

      Exercise




      How Do Your Symptoms Affect Your Writing?




      Write a comprehensive list of everything you’re struggling with around writing your novel. Maybe there are three big things or dozens of smaller ones. But take some time—it’s a good idea to mull it over and observe your challenges over a few days. Make sure you note what type of challenge this is as well.




      It could be procrastination, overwhelm, distraction, motivation, disorganization, boredom, accountability, time-management or rumination. Here are some examples:




      

        	I literally don’t know where or how to start (overwhelm)




        	I have an idea and I just start writing, but then it doesn’t go anywhere (disorganization, overwhelm)




        	I have so many ideas but I don’t know which ones to choose or how to stay on track (focus)




        	I forget to write (time management)




        	I’ve written 50,000 words but I can’t get motivated to finish (motivation, boredom)




        	I can only write when I feel inspired (motivation, boredom)




        	I never keep the promises I make to myself to write (accountability)




        	My desk is a mess. My notes are everywhere (disorganization)




        	I want to write, but I can never find the time (time management)




        	I sometimes don’t write because the voice in my head tells me I’m not good enough (rumination)




        	Without feedback from others, I never know if I’m on the right track (rumination, accountability)


      


    




    Knowing what your obstacles are is the first step to finding solutions for them. Once you’ve done this you can find the sections in this book that address your challenges and start developing a plan to tackle them.




    

      

        Pro Tip




        Don’t rush through this exercise; it requires some serious reflection if you’re going to get the most benefit out of it. Have this list handy when you’re working on your writing and notice which barriers are keeping you from the work. Try and do this over several sessions so you capture all of them.


      


    




    
PART ONE: Let’s Get Organized




    In this section, you’ll find chapters that tackle one of the challenges that plague the majority of people with ADHD: organization. For writers, the benefits of getting organized are multifold. When things are tidy and everything is in its place, it becomes easier to focus on what really matters: your book. This applies to more than just your workspace, though! While a well-organized desk does help to limit distractions and make it easy for you to find what you need, when you need it, getting your story itself well-ordered is just as important—maybe even more so. When you have a clear plan for your book you can spend more time writing and less time trying to figure out what’s happening with your plot, your timeline, your characters and more.




    That’s why much of this section is dedicated to how to create and use an outline for your book. An outline is an invaluable tool that will act as a roadmap for your story and keep you moving forward instead of stopping and starting over and over again while you try to piece together ideas that might not fit together. Writing without an outline is like trying to put a jigsaw puzzle together without the picture on the box—you can do it, but it takes a lot more trial and error, as well as time.




    Of course, this section also offers tips and advice on how to get your workspace shipshape, as well as how to minimize or avoid distractions during your writing time. If you feel like your surroundings or your story have descended into chaos, read on and prepare to find the order—and the peace—you need to get the most out of your writing time.




    Right now some of you might be yelling something like, “My mess is my way,” or “Outlining suffocates my creativity,” but we invite you to read on anyway. You’re here to try something different because what you’ve been doing hasn’t shown the results you desire. So before you resist (a common trait of ADHD), stay with us for a moment and at least consider some of these strategies.




    
Chapter 7: Overwhelm, Or Why Freewriting May Not Be The Best Approach




    Does this sound like a familiar experience? You’re baffled by the way a fellow writer talks about their novel in progress. “I just let my characters lead the way!” “My characters never do what I want them to.” “I have no idea how this story ends.” “I can’t wait to find out what happens in this story.” How is that possible? you ask yourself. How can they write when they don’t know where their story is headed?




    This technique is called freewriting. Some people also call it pantsing, or writing by the seat of your pants. Maybe you’ve seen the question posed on social media: are you a plotter or a pantser? In other words, do you plan your story ahead of time, or not? Others call it discovery writing, or letting the author discover the story and their characters as they write. Many authors swear it’s the only way they can work.




    For people with ADHD, this can start out as alluring and then very quickly turn into a nightmare.




    One of the greatest challenges people with ADHD face is not being able to start a project or complex task because they can’t visualize the outcome on their own. This is because their nonverbal working memory—one of the five executive functions that, together, help us interact with the world around us—is impaired. Nonverbal working memory is what allows us to visualize long-term goals and the rewards that accompany them, as well as using our past memories of events to predict future outcomes.5 It can be difficult to, for example, deep clean your messy living room when you can’t imagine how it will look when it’s tidy and all the clutter is cleared away. If you aren’t able to visualize the reward—the tidy room—or remember how good it felt that last time you managed to get it in order, why bother starting to clean in the first place? Writing a novel—about as complex a task as there can be—is similar, whether this is the first day you’re tackling the project or if you’ve already browbeaten yourself through a month of work. If you have a nonverbal working memory dysfunction, whether this is your first novel or your tenth, finding the motivation to write can be very difficult, if not impossible.




    

      

        5 https://www.additudemag.com/7-executive-function-deficits-linked-to-adhd/


      


    




    Another issue many neurodiverse people experience is overwhelm. People with ADHD can have difficulty seeing a large project as a series of smaller actions, which makes the work feel too daunting. If you think of ‘writing a book’ as one big job instead of many days doing a bit of writing, of course you wouldn’t know how to start! So you keep putting it off, because your brain literally can’t fathom how to do it. This is called ADHD paralysis, and it’s not the same as procrastination. Procrastination involves making the choice to put off work for another time, whereas with ADHD paralysis, you’re so overwhelmed with the idea of the task that your brain shuts down.6 If you’ve ever found yourself knowing you should be working on something, getting angry with yourself because you keep avoiding it but being unable to start, that’s ADHD paralysis. Thankfully, there are ways to defeat both nonverbal working memory issues and ADHD paralysis. By creating a detailed outline, you’ll have a powerful tool that can help you start—and complete—your novel.




    

      

        6 https://add.org/adhd-paralysis/


      


    




    An outline is a step-by-step plan for your story. In the next chapter we’ll show you how to create one for stories at any stage of completion, whether it’s just an idea in your head or you’ve already finished a draft and need a big-picture view of your plot so you can start revisions. Writing an outline doesn’t mean you have to plan out every moment or deprive yourself of the chance to include inspiration or changes, but it does give you a roadmap to follow, point by point, to your final page, just like navigating on a road trip. Some people may be able to get to their destination with an intrinsic sense of direction, but most people need some sort of map. (Freewriters also tend to have to do a LOT more work in the revision phase of writing than outliners do, but that’s a whole other discussion.)




    So how exactly does an outline help with nonverbal working memory issues and ADHD paralysis? An outline will help you to both visualize the end of your book so your nonverbal working memory has something to aim for, and break down the book into a series of smaller chunks to appease your ADHD paralysis. The outline isn’t just a blueprint of your book; it’s a series of mini goals, with mini wins that provide mini doses of dopamine.
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