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Welcome!


AND HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


(Or, read me first, unless you’ve already skipped ahead)


Welcome! If you’re reading this introduction, congratulations − you’ve already beaten the odds. Many people with ADHD buy books they never read, skip the introduction, or forget they’re reading it halfway through and start scrolling on their phone or reorganizing the drawer with the phone chargers. If that’s you, we’ve written this chapter to let you know that we have written this book to help you to accept that that’s OK.


Let’s start with a seemingly obvious but important note. This is not a book you need to read in one sitting, from cover to cover, in chapter order. In fact, we have designed it specifically so you don’t have to. Some people with ADHD may struggle with the predictability of linear reading, rigid structures, or the concept of ‘just follow the steps’. So, we won’t ask you to.


Instead, think of this book less as an educational guide or a prescription, more as a menu of options. It’s here to help you figure out how to be more productive in a way that actually works for your brain, your circumstances and your ‘chaos’.


You can start anywhere


So maybe you have started at the beginning, or maybe you’ve come back to the beginning. Both are fine. Wherever you are on your journey with this book, please know that it’s more than OK to start wherever you like. If you’re struggling with motivation, flip straight to Chapter 5. If your to-do list looks like a dumpster fire and you don’t know where to begin, try the prioritization chapter, Chapter 6. If you’re in the middle of an emotional spiral about the fact that you’ve done none of the things you intended to do today, head to the section on emotional dysregulation in Chapter 10.


There is no gold star for reading this book ‘properly’. There is no productivity exam at the end (which Sam is gutted about because she loves a test!). The goal is to help you feel more in control, even if just a little, of the whirlwind that is ADHD and modern life.


You don’t need to remember any of the complicated science


Occasionally, this book will use anatomical terms related to the brain and neurology when we describe how the brain governs our ADHD traits. Terms like the ‘prefrontal cortex’ or the ridiculously named ‘anterior cingulate cortex’ (which literally translates from the Latin as the ‘belt that wraps around the front part of the outside of the brain’). You don’t need to remember these terms, and we’re not mentioning them to show off or to make you feel stupid. Instead, we’re referencing the neurobiology of ADHD to show that the chaos you may experience has a very real, biological basis. We think that this is really important as many people with ADHD carry a lot of shame about ‘not being able to get shit done’. And that shame tells us that we lack the ability to get shit done − that we are lazy, undisciplined, unreliable, etc. Understanding and accepting that there is a biological basis for the challenges of ADHD can help to reduce that shame.


So, you do not have to memorize any of the neurological terms included in this book. Just know this: ADHD often affects how the brain processes attention, motivation, time, emotions and other thinking skills. That’s it. Understanding those differences can give you the power, not to ‘fix’ yourself, but to understand yourself.


You don’t have to become a productivity guru overnight


Let’s be honest: the word productivity has been hijacked. Somewhere along the way, it stopped meaning ‘getting the important stuff done’ and started meaning ‘waking up at 5am, running a marathon, replying to two hundred emails, batch-cooking lentil stew and still having time for a sunset yoga session and writing in your gratitude journal’.


That’s not what this book is about. Productivity, for many people with ADHD, is not about becoming some kind of hyper-efficient robot. It’s about getting through the day with more wins, however small, looking after yourself as you would a friend or loved one, having fewer meltdowns and trying to avoid burnout. This means productivity is about doing your work and remembering to take breaks to eat or rest. It can be about replying to the one email that’s been haunting you, even if three hundred others are still waiting.


You won’t find hacks here that magically turn you into a morning person, or any promises that you’ll finally have an inbox of zero (what even is that?). You will, we hope, find tools that make life a bit easier and ways of working that fit you rather than the other way around.


You can try one thing, fail at it, and still consider that a step forward. You can read one page, forget what it said, and come back next week, and that still counts. This book and the way you choose to use it aren’t a structured ‘training programme’. Instead, think of the book as a toolkit. You don’t have to use every tool. You can see if one or two of them help you to build a version of productivity that doesn’t make you want to scream into a pillow.


This book is written with ADHD in mind, which means:




	
Short sections: No great walls of text. We know your eyes will glaze over.


	
Clear headings: You can skip to the parts you care about.


	
Stories and strategies: Because examples help it to stick, and you’re more likely to remember a story than a diagram of the brain’s reward circuitry.


	
Permission to skim: Genuinely. There are no rules here. You can jump ahead, read backwards, or leave sticky notes poking out of random pages.





Each chapter is standalone, but they also relate to one another. So, if you read about motivation and suddenly realize your real problem is emotional dysregulation, great! Flip to that chapter. You’re not ‘getting it wrong’. You’re doing it in exactly the right way for your brain.


What you’ll find in each chapter


Every chapter follows the same basic structure. Not because we’re rigid, but because some level of predictability can help to reduce overwhelm (which means that you won’t waste precious executive function figuring out where the useful bits are).


Each chapter includes:




	
A real-world example or reflection from us: sometimes embarrassing, occasionally inspiring, almost always (hopefully!) relatable.


	
A bit of science: explained clearly, without assuming you did a psychology degree or paid attention in biology classes at school.


	
Practical tools and techniques: simple strategies you can try straightaway (or ignore and come back to later).





We’ll keep the sections short, with plenty of headings, so if you prefer to, you can skim until something jumps out at you. If you forget what you’ve just read three times in a row, don’t worry, same here. Some chapters will speak directly to the stuff you’re wrestling with today. Others might feel more ‘oh yeah, that’s a thing too’. You don’t need to remember everything. You don’t even need to finish a chapter in one go. You’re not being marked on this.



This is not a to-do list


Every strategy in this book is an invitation, not a command. We’re not here to give you another check list that stares at you in disappointment from your desk. We’ve got enough of those.


Instead, we’re offering tools. Some could be game-changers. Others might not land for you, and that’s fine. The goal is to collect a few that actually work for your brain and your life.


The tools we suggest are grounded in evidence, lived experience and the collective wisdom of many individuals with ADHD who have tried, failed, adapted and tried again. You can:




	Start with one tool and see how it goes.


	Combine or stack tools to try to create routines that feel sustainable.


	Ditch anything that makes things harder, more overwhelming, or more boring.





This is your toolkit. You’re allowed to make it messy. Add stickers. Use all your coloured pens and highlighters. Swear at it. Just make it yours.


Final pep talk: you’re not broken; you’re f*cking brilliant (and possibly tired)


We want to end this intro with something important: this book is not about fixing you. You are not broken.


You’ve just been trying your hardest to operate in a world that wasn’t built for your brain.


Most productivity advice wasn’t built for your brain either.


That’s why you’ve maybe felt lazy, chaotic, forgetful, unmotivated, inconsistent or [insert your shame word of choice here]. But those words miss the point. The reality is that your brain works differently. That difference brings challenges, yes, but there are ways to free your brain up to do the things you find rewarding, or fun, or the things that play to your strengths and values. All of which makes life feel just that little bit easier.


This book is here to help you stop fighting your brain and start working with it. To build systems that support you. To find routines that don’t bore you to death. To make room for joy, rest, imperfection and actual progress (even if it’s the kind you don’t notice until someone else points it out).


If you need to take breaks, take breaks.


If you try something and it doesn’t work, try again, or try something else.


And if you do absolutely nothing except read this intro and feel a tiny bit less alone? That’s a win too.


Now. . .off you go. There’s no wrong way to read this book. Just start where you’re curious, where it hurts, or just pick a chapter at random and see what helps.










Chapter 1


WHAT EVEN IS ADHD?


It’s not just about losing your keys


Growing up ADHD for Sam was a constant source of shame. As a child they were beaten for being loud and running around with the boys in their nursery, so they very quickly learned to mask. Masking is something lots of neurodivergent people do, often without thinking, in order to try to appear neurotypical and not stand out or draw negative attention to themselves. Sam is naturally externally hyperactive but hid this by twisting their legs together, sitting on their hands and disassociating.


They developed lots of coping mechanisms to mask their ADHD, like:




	Keeping lists of birthdays, along with notes of things that people said they liked, then checking that list at the beginning of every month and posting out cards and presents.


	Making sure they were extra early for everything (but then being aware that it wasn’t ‘normal’ to arrive an hour early, so trying to keep themselves occupied in a nearby shop and then getting distracted and arriving late after all!).


	
Digging their nails into their skin to make themselves pay attention when someone was talking to them. 


	Setting time aside every day to make sure that they responded to messages within a reasonable time.


	Keeping a list of people that were struggling so they could check in on them regularly.


	Making a note of what was going on in other people’s lives so they could remind themselves before meeting them. 


	Drinking and taking drugs as a form of self-medication just to help them cope with the overwhelm of a crowded club or party (but then getting so overstimulated they were horrible to everyone or would completely shut down). 


	Spending days and days planning things meticulously to make sure that they had thought of every detail of an event or holiday and anticipated every possible issue in advance, only to get distracted and miss the flight, or lose their passport, or not pay close enough attention when booking the flights so they booked both flights in the wrong direction, or going to the wrong venue for a gig, or turning up on the wrong day, or forgetting the tickets, all of which they have done multiple times.





Fast-forward to perimenopause, and they lost all their coping mechanisms and ability to mask and suddenly could not function as a passable human. They forgot birthdays, constantly lost track of time, struggled even more with debt due to impulse spending, became extra forgetful and spent most of the day looking for things they had just now in their hand! They were more internally and externally hyperactive than ever and slept less and less due to racing thoughts. They struggled to concentrate on anything because they were distracted by constant mind-wandering and OH MY GOD THERE’S A SQUIRREL!! (Stereotypical, we know, but they do love squirrels.)


All of a sudden, someone who was known for their ridiculously over-the-top organization and impressive work ethic could not organize themselves, struggled to do even the bare minimum at work and did not want to exist. This was undiagnosed ADHD for Sam.


What is ADHD, then?


Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, or ADHD, is a lifelong neurodevelopmental condition. That just means that when your brain was developing in the earliest stages of life, it developed fractionally differently from what we think of a ‘typical’ brain. That difference in development means that the brain functions fractionally differently from the very start, and it’s been that way since childhood, even if you weren’t diagnosed until adulthood.


So. . .what does this mean? The differences in the way the brain works in ADHD affect how your brain manages attention, motivation, time, emotions, impulsive behaviour and so much more.


The big headline ‘diagnostic’ symptoms of ADHD fall into two groups:




	
Inattention: Things like being easily distracted, forgetting appointments, starting multiple tasks and completing none, struggling with organization and zoning out mid-task (or mid-conversation).


	
Hyperactivity and impulsivity: This isn’t just fidgeting. In adults, it can often show up more as internal restlessness than bouncing off the walls. You might feel constantly on edge, feel like you talk too much, interrupt without meaning to, or make snap decisions you regret five seconds later.





A full list of the most recent diagnostic symptoms of ADHD, according to the American Psychiatric Association’s handbook,1 can be found below:




Inattention symptoms


To meet the diagnostic threshold, five or more of these symptoms must be present for at least six months (for individuals aged 17 and older), and they must negatively impact social, academic or occupational functioning.




	Often fails to give close attention to details or makes careless mistakes in schoolwork, at work or during other activities.


	Often has difficulty sustaining attention in tasks or play activities (e.g. during lectures, conversations or lengthy reading).


	Often does not seem to listen when spoken to directly (mind seems elsewhere, even without any obvious distraction).


	Often does not follow through on instructions and fails to finish schoolwork, chores or duties in the workplace (starts tasks but quickly loses focus and is easily sidetracked).


	Often has difficulty organizing tasks and activities (e.g. difficulty managing sequential tasks; poor time management; disorganized work).


	Often avoids, dislikes or is reluctant to engage in tasks that require sustained mental effort, such as preparing reports, completing forms or reviewing lengthy documents.


	Often loses things necessary for tasks or activities, such as keys, paperwork, eyeglasses and mobile phones.


	Is often easily distracted by extraneous stimuli, including unrelated thoughts.


	Is often forgetful about daily responsibilities, like returning calls, paying bills or keeping appointments.










Hyperactivity and impulsivity symptoms 


As with inattention, five or more of these symptoms must be present for at least six months (age 17+) and they must interfere with functioning.




	Often fidgets with, or taps, hands or feet, or squirms in seat.


	Often leaves seat in situations when remaining seated is expected, such as in the office or during meetings.


	Often feels restless or runs about or climbs in situations where it is inappropriate (in adults, may be limited to feelings of restlessness).


	Often unable to engage in leisure activities quietly.


	Is often ‘on the go’, acting as if ‘driven by a motor’ (may be experienced by others as being restless or difficult to keep up with).


	Often talks excessively.


	Often blurts out answers before a question has been completed, finishing people’s sentences or speaking out of turn.


	
Often has difficulty waiting their turn, such as in queues or group situations.


	Often interrupts or intrudes on others, e.g. butts into conversations, games, or activities; may start using other people’s things without asking.








This is our first opportunity in this book to point out something fundamentally important: not everyone with ADHD is the same. That list you may have just read? You don’t need to have all the symptoms to obtain an ADHD diagnosis. What this immediately tells us is that if you compare two random people with ADHD, their ‘big headline’ symptoms will likely be different. Your ADHD is your ADHD, and if anyone tells you otherwise, they are arguing with your lived experience.


So, you don’t have to tick every box to have ADHD. Still, if five or more of these symptoms from either (or both) lists have been making life harder for you across two or more different areas (like work, relationships or just managing your daily life), that’s when professionals should start taking notice.


Many people still view ADHD as a ‘disorder of naughty boys’, largely due to a lack of societal understanding and the fact that the actual diagnostic tests for ADHD were designed by studying boys (or more specifically, white, heterosexual, cis-gendered, young boys) and working out what level of behaviour would be sufficient to be classed as a disorder. Most people with ADHD do show signs in childhood, and part of the diagnostic criteria is that symptoms should present before the age of 12, but they’re not always picked up, especially if you weren’t the ‘disruptive’ type. People who are not cis-gendered, white, straight boys, or who do not behave in the way that the people who developed these tests expect those boys with ADHD to behave, often get missed. They might present with more inattentive symptoms (like daydreaming or zoning out), which can be easier to overlook than hyperactive behaviour. They may also mask (hide their symptoms in order to appear neurotypical), due to societal or cultural expectations and pressures.




Many adults only realize they have ADHD when significant life changes, challenges or an increase in responsibilities or demands (like masking so well you accidentally become a manager at work) cause everything to start unravelling into chaos, burnout, depression or workplace issues, or when younger relatives get diagnosed and the heaviest penny drops.





ADHD in adulthood


ADHD symptoms don’t magically vanish when you hit 18. They usually persist and often just change shape.


Hyperactivity may evolve into a persistent sense of pressure or mental noise. Impulsivity can become more about emotional reactions or risky decisions. And inattention? That sticks around like a loyal but deeply unhelpful pet.


Adult life is full of demands like emails, bills, family, a never-ending cycle of mind-numbingly boring chores, birthdays to remember, messages to respond to and events to endure.


ADHD can make it feel like you’re always struggling to cope with the everyday demands that other people seem to just be able to do without thinking. The symptoms of ADHD can snowball into an overwhelming whirlwind, where everything from missed deadlines, to arguments with people you love, to forgotten commitments and broken promises, to never quite finishing anything can cause disruption, hurt and shame.


Why does ADHD occur?


The reason for ADHD developing in the first place comes down to a mixture of genetics and environment. ADHD tends to run in families because it has a strong genetic basis. If you have ADHD, there’s about a 70–80 per cent chance that it’s due to inherited traits. That’s one of the highest heritability rates of any ‘psychiatric condition’ (although ADHD is a neurodevelopmental difference, rather than a psychiatric condition, it can lead to secondary mental health issues). While there’s no single ‘ADHD gene’, researchers have found that having many minor genetic differences (called variants), each of which play a tiny role, creates the genetic risk of developing ADHD. Most of these genetic variants influence how the brain utilizes brain chemicals known as neurotransmitters, including dopamine, a chemical involved in many ADHD-related brain processes.


Dopamine, and some other brain chemicals, will pop up frequently in this book.


These genetic variations, and their impact on brain chemicals such as dopamine, influence the structure and function of critical brain regions from an early age. Genetics alone are almost never enough to lead to ADHD, though. They are a little like the wood in a bonfire; without a spark you just have a pile of wood.


That spark, which lights the ‘ADHD bonfire’, usually includes something in the environment that works with the genetic changes to light the fire. Research has identified a wide range of environmental factors, particularly those that are around during sensitive pre-natal and early childhood periods. These environmental factors interact with our genetics, shaping the brain’s development in terms of structure and function.


Some of the environmental risk factors that have been found to have a robust influence on the development of ADHD include:




	prenatal exposure to smoking, alcohol, or certain toxins, like lead or pesticides


	prenatal exposure to certain medicines, such as some anti-epileptic drugs


	premature birth or low birth weight


	traumatic brain injury


	early childhood adversity, like chronic stress, neglect or trauma.





These factors can affect brain development and how dopamine and other neurotransmitter systems in the brain mature, particularly in the areas linked to attention, impulse control and emotional regulation.




An individual may have a genetic predisposition, but exposure to these environmental factors can act as a catalyst, further influencing brain development in a way that increases the probability and potential severity of ADHD symptoms. No spark, no bonfire.





It’s important to say that this isn’t about blame. Many of these factors are outside anyone’s control, and none of them explain ADHD in isolation. It’s also important to say that science has historically obsessed over maternal risks while ignoring paternal factors, leaving data biased and incomplete. We need to move past pointing fingers and focus on support.


How developmental differences manifest as ADHD symptoms


With the right mix of genetic and environmental influences, such as the ones we just discussed, the body sculpts a brain that functions differently, leading directly to the hallmark symptoms of ADHD.


At the centre of this is a less efficient brain communication system. This means that the key cells in the brain, neurons, and the chemicals they use to communicate, neurotransmitters such as dopamine, do not work ‘typically’. Many of the challenges people with ADHD face, therefore, come down to how areas of the brain communicate.


But there is so much more. . .We’ve not yet peeked behind the curtain of the ‘non-diagnostic’ symptoms of ADHD. More recent research, including brain scanning studies, has suggested that the same differences in how the brain works lead to a wide range of issues that aren’t even taken into account in the diagnostic tests for ADHD.


For example, the emotional issues of ADHD. ADHD doesn’t just affect your focus or fidgeting; it messes with your feelings, too. Emotional intensity, rejection sensitivity, frustration, guilt, shame. . .these aren’t just side effects − they’re often core parts of the experience of ADHD. They are covered in detail in Chapter 10.


What does diagnosis actually involve?


If you’re diagnosed as an adult, it usually means that someone has looked at your life and your childhood and spotted a clear pattern. You’ll need to meet criteria around how many symptoms you have (as we said earlier, whether you have five or more symptoms of inattention and/or hyperactivity/impulsivity), how long they’ve been there (at least six months), how much they interfere with daily life and whether they showed up before the age of 12. That last one is tricky, so clinicians often rely on school reports, family interviews, or your best memories of being the ‘kid who never quite got their act together’.


Diagnosis must be made by a trained specialist, often a psychiatrist, following the very tightly defined rules in the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, known as the DSM-5-TR, or the World Health Organization’s own ‘book of diseases’, the International Classification of Diseases 11th Revision (ICD-11). This is always useful to know when you hear people say, ‘It’s easy to get a diagnosis of ADHD these days.’ It really isn’t. Assessment includes lots of filling out forms, even some by family members or those closest to you, and a consultation where the clinician should ask the right questions to make sure they are as certain as they can be that ADHD is the cause of your challenges.


Why do differences in the brain lead to day-to-day challenges?


For those fortunate enough to be able to access assessment and diagnosis, the label of ADHD doesn’t really change the reality of day-to-day challenges. Despite some toxic positivity that people with prominent platforms spout about ADHD being a ‘superpower’, ADHD can be, and often is, very disabling. Living with undiagnosed or unsupported ADHD can be exhausting. It can interfere with your career, relationships, sleep, mental health and self-esteem. If you’ve spent years unknowingly developing coping strategies just to survive (like overcompensating with perfectionism or relying on adrenaline to meet deadlines), those strategies can become hardwired, even if they’re not serving you any more.


At the core of these challenges aren’t the 18 diagnostic symptoms, but a series of issues with thinking skills known as ‘executive functions’. Let’s cover them now.


So, what are executive functions and why are they important in ADHD?


One way to view ADHD is that it is a developmental ‘executive function’ disorder or condition. Executive functions are like your brain’s backstage crew. They don’t take the spotlight, but without them, the show doesn’t run. These are high-level mental processes that help you to plan, resist saying wildly inappropriate things, switch from one task to another, hold information in your head while you do something else and basically keep functioning as an adult.2


If ADHD is the problem, executive functions are often the scene of the crime.


In simple terms, executive functions are:




	‘top-down’ skills (you don’t just react − you pause, think, decide)


	
used when you can’t rely on autopilot or habit



	
needed for goal-directed behaviour (doing things on purpose, even when you really don’t want to).






They help you to mentally play with ideas (e.g. ‘what if I just ran away to a beach house and wrote a book on ADHD and productivity?’), stop and think before acting, handle new or confusing problems, resist tempting distractions, stay focused even when it’s boring and so much more.




Three core skills make up executive functioning:




	
1. Working memory: This is your brain’s mental sticky note. You use it to hold information in mind and do something with it. So, if you’re reading this book and remembering any of it, that requires working memory. Following a recipe? That involves working memory. Trying to remember why you walked into the kitchen? You get the idea. . .


	
2. Cognitive flexibility (aka mental gear shifting): This is your ability to adapt when things change, switch tasks or think about a problem in a new way. When you get distracted but need to get back on track, you’ll need cognitive flexibility. If you realize that a plan was a bit crap, and you need to change course? Same.


	
3. Inhibitory control: This includes both self-control (not doing something reactively, like replying to an email right now just because you noticed it appear in your inbox while you were looking for something related to the task you should be doing) and interference control (tuning out what’s task-irrelevant, like your own thoughts, background noise, or YouTube tabs). It’s the ability to resist acting on impulse and delay gratification, like not eating the biscuit even though you deserve it.








For many people with ADHD, all these mental skills can be a bit unreliable at the best of times. Not because they take effort you’re not prepared to make, but because the brain areas that coordinate these things (especially the prefrontal cortex) aren’t working in the same way that they work in most human brains. We refer to this as ‘executive dysfunction’.


Why it matters: executive dysfunction in real life


If even one of these functions isn’t working well, it’s like trying to cook with one hob and a broken timer. You can do it, but you’ll burn things, forget ingredients, and maybe give up and order chips.


Executive dysfunction explains many elements of ADHD, like knowing what to do but still not doing it, forgetting things mid-task (what was I just. . .?), feeling overwhelmed even by ‘simple’ tasks and switching mental tabs like a raccoon on Red Bull.


The good news is that these skills are related. At times, this feels like a problem, but it’s also an opportunity. Improving one function (like using external tools for working memory) often helps others (like planning or attention).


Why executive functions go rogue in ADHD


If executive functions are the tools your brain uses to navigate daily life, then ADHD can feel like the toolbox changes every day, is sometimes difficult to open, and the tools might not work as they were intended.


We want to be clear here: people with ADHD usually know what they’re supposed to do. They just can’t do it consistently. This is what Dr Russell Barkley calls a performance disorder,3 not a knowledge problem, not a motivation deficit in the classic sense and absolutely not laziness.


You know you need to send that email. Or start a tax return. Or stop doomscrolling. But there’s a gap between intention and action and ADHD lives in that gap.




According to models from Thomas Brown and Russell Barkley, executive dysfunction in ADHD tends to show up across six domains:




	
Activation: We can struggle to get started, organize what needs doing or estimate how long things will take. 


	
Focus: It can be challenging to find and maintain attention or shift it when needed. 


	
Effort: It is hard to maintain alertness, stay motivated or process things quickly. 


	
Emotion: Angry tears, emotional outbursts or stewing for hours over something minor.


	
Memory: Having poor working memory and inconsistent recall.


	
Action: This involves self-monitoring and impulse control, which can contribute to hyperactivity and impulsivity.








We’ll cover further executive dysfunction issues, such as time blindness, in Chapter 9.


So. . . What?


Having executive dysfunction isn’t just about being ‘a bit forgetful’ or ‘bad with time’. Executive dysfunction can affect academic progress (missed deadlines, last-minute cramming, failed follow-through), work performance (struggling to prioritize, finish tasks, or meet expectations), relationships (forgetting plans, reacting emotionally, struggling to stay present) and mental health (hello, shame spiral!).


In each chapter, we’ll offer tools to help overcome this ‘executive dysfunction’. As the brains in people with ADHD respond differently to motivation and reward, traditional strategies, like setting goals, making plans, or ‘just getting started’, often fall flat. Instead, we often need adapted approaches and external supports to do some of the heavy lifting. Hopefully many of them will feel familiar to you by the time you finish this book.




Chapter summary


This chapter unpacked what ADHD really is (and isn’t).




	ADHD is a lifelong neurodevelopmental condition that affects how the brain handles attention, motivation, time, emotion, memory and behaviour.


	The core diagnostic symptoms fall into two groups – inattention and hyperactivity/impulsivity – but not everyone with ADHD experiences both.


	ADHD often presents differently in adults than in children, and many people aren’t diagnosed until later in life.


	It’s not caused by bad parenting, poor effort or personality flaws; ADHD has a strong genetic basis, influenced by environmental factors during early development.


	The structural and functional differences in the brain in ADHD impact executive functioning – skills like planning, impulse control, emotional regulation and working memory.


	Executive dysfunction explains why people with ADHD often know what they need to do but can’t make themselves do it consistently.


	Everyone with ADHD is different. Your experience is valid even if it doesn’t match someone else’s.


	ADHD can be disabling, especially when unsupported, but understanding the science behind it is the first step toward self-acceptance and practical change.
















Chapter 2


ADHD & PRODUCTIVITY CHALLENGES


Or why productivity is a problem (for people like us)


James often calls ADHD ‘consistent inconsistency’. What this means is that his performance tends to vary, even if he has the ability to get shit done. In James’s case, one day he will be on fire, getting ALL the tasks done, but the following day, he can struggle even to turn on the laptop, let alone answer one of the emails hanging over him like the sword of Damocles. For James, productivity really does depend on the day; it might depend on how he’s slept, or whether his other co-existing conditions have decided to raise their ugly heads, but sometimes there isn’t an obvious reason why he’s nailing it or functionally useless. And this causes shame. The good days are quickly forgotten, while the bad days linger like cat hair in your carpet: impossible to shift, no matter how hard you try.



What is productivity?


It feels a little bit odd to start a chapter by defining something as seemingly obvious as productivity, but we’re going to do it anyway. Productivity is one of those words that gets thrown around everywhere. In work meetings, TED Talks, government reports and guilt-inducing Instagram reels by people who have helped to fetishize ‘hyper-productivity’.


At its core, productivity is about having something to show for your time. Whether that’s gross national product, a company’s profit or efficiency, or just doing the washing up. . . The definition and the pressure shifts depending on whether you are thinking macro or micro.


This book is focused largely on personal productivity, as opposed to macroeconomic or organizational productivity, even though it feeds into the other two. This form of productivity is the version most of us care about: getting through our own to-do lists without imploding or crying in a car park.


Whether at the boardroom or the individual level, productivity follows the basic idea of output vs input, but personal productivity is less about churning out units of work and more about how well we use our time, energy and attention to move towards things that actually matter. In real life, personal productivity means harnessing your resources, such as focus, skills, energy and motivation, to achieve meaningful results. That could be finishing a report, answering emails, or finally booking that dentist appointment you really need but just haven’t been able to pick up the phone and book for the last six months. (Phone calls are SO difficult to make for a lot of us!) It’s not just about working harder. It’s about working smarter, and ideally, without burning yourself out in the process.


Why ‘time spent’ doesn’t equal ‘value’


In today’s world of ‘knowledge work’, where what you produce is more likely to be ideas, strategies or content than physical objects, the old factory model of productivity doesn’t really work for most people. Sitting at a desk for 12 hours doesn’t guarantee results. In fact, you can spend all day flitting between emails, instant messages and distractions, or you can put in three hours of deep, focused work and create something genuinely brilliant. The real goal shouldn’t be to be constantly busy; it should be to make progress on the things that matter to you.


That might mean choosing rest so you can function tomorrow, spending two hours getting one thing done well instead of ten things badly, or letting go of guilt when your output doesn’t match someone else’s volume or timeline, or even your own previous output. The first of these − rest − often seems like the opposite of productivity, but it’s incredibly important to see productivity in a broader context.




If you’re exhausted and burned out, you will not be productive. Productivity involves the brain and the body. Your mental and physical well-being are not optional extras. They’re the fuel that powers everything else.


This is why things like rest, exercise, food and even time spent doing absolutely nothing aren’t just self-care; they’re essential productivity tools. You can’t pour from an empty cup. And you definitely can’t write that grant proposal if your brain is screaming and your body’s running on fumes.





Common barriers to productivity


Almost everyone wants to be productive. But even in the general population, the path is often littered with obstacles. Some of these are external and some are internal. These barriers create friction, slowing you down, draining your energy and making progress feel like wading through glue.


To improve productivity, we first need to understand the two big categories of challenges:




	the systemic or environmental stuff (things around you)


	the psychological or personal stuff (things inside you).





Both matter. And both can be worked on, but only if we name them.


Systemic challenges to productivity


Even the most focused and capable person can be derailed by a messy or mismanaged workplace. These external factors are often baked into the way many organizations operate and can sabotage productivity for everyone.


Poor communication is one of the biggest productivity killers. That includes not having clear organizational goals (so no one knows what matters), receiving vague or inconsistent instructions or feedback from managers, and ‘siloed’ information (people hoarding knowledge or not sharing across teams). This leads to people wasting time chasing clarity or, even worse, doing the wrong thing well. On the other hand, excessive communication (constant messages, pinging alerts and a culture of instant replies) fragments focus and undermines deep work.


Meetings. How are you supposed to get stuff done when you’re constantly in meetings, where you are given even more work to do??? In many workplaces, meetings have become a substitute for progress. You sit through hours of vague discussion without any decisions being made and then get asked why your work isn’t done! Meetings without a clear purpose, agenda or outcome sap energy and time. They also demoralize teams who feel their actual job has become attending meetings about their job.


Next, we have distracting work environments. In our opinion, open-plan offices can absolutely get in the f*cking sea. And we’re not alone. A significant body of research consistently demonstrates that open-plan offices, despite their widespread adoption, have a detrimental effect on productivity. The evidence suggests a range of negative impacts, including increased distractions, a notable decline in meaningful collaboration and adverse effects on employee well-being and health.1 Initially intended to boost collaboration, instead they often create constant noise, interruptions and overstimulation. Throw in a flood of notifications and emails, and getting into a state of deep focus becomes a rare event.


Research from the University of California found that people who work in an office environment spend just 11 minutes on a task before being interrupted, and it takes over 23 minutes to get back on track.2 Being sociable at work has many benefits, but holding boundaries is important. Setting boundaries in this kind of environment, especially if you’re junior or neurodivergent, can feel risky or even rude. However, interruptions are costly, not just for those of us who are neurodivergent, but for everyone.


Unclear expectations are also a barrier to productivity. A Gallup survey of attitudes to work in the wake of the pandemic3 found that a staggering 49 per cent of workers questioned did not know what was expected of them at work. That’s a massive drag on productivity. If people don’t know what they’re aiming for, they’ll guess. . . and often get it wrong.


What about the internal stuff?


Not all barriers to productivity are external. Some of the biggest drains on productivity come from within: from our emotions, stress levels and mental habits. These internal factors can be just as, if not more, powerful than a badly designed workplace.


When people don’t feel emotionally connected to their work or their organization, they tend to disengage. They’re less productive, less creative and more likely to leave. Another major Gallup study showed that teams with high engagement are 21 per cent more productive than those without it.4


Burnout and overwork are key issues that often have internal drivers. More hours don’t equal more output. In fact, the longer people work without proper breaks or recovery, the more mistakes they make, the less creative they become and the closer they get to burnout. Burnout isn’t just tiredness; it’s a full-body shutdown that wrecks productivity and well-being.


Another barrier to productivity is trying to do too many things at once, or multitasking. The human brain isn’t built for true multitasking. Often, what we call multitasking is really just fast switching between tasks. And each switch carries a mental cost. You lose time and increase errors, especially with complex or attention-heavy tasks.


Finally, we have procrastination. This isn’t just an ADHD issue, but it is amplified in ADHD, for both executive dysfunction and emotional reasons. (Anxious about working on something? Do it tomorrow. Let’s kick that emotional can down the road a little.)


Delaying a task because it triggers stress, shame, self-doubt or perfectionism is often at the root of procrastination. When you feel like the work must be perfect, starting it can feel terrifying. So, you don’t.


These internal barriers rarely appear in isolation; they tend to feed off each other.


Let’s take this example:


A manager gives unclear instructions. The uncertainty makes it hard to know where to start or how to succeed, so you hesitate and begin to procrastinate. As tasks pile up, your motivation drops and your guilt increases. In a rush to catch up, you start multitasking or working late, self-care falls away, and you head towards burnout.


Now, you’re even less productive and even more disengaged. That’s the negative feedback loop that so many people get stuck in.


If we want to improve productivity, whether in ourselves, our teams, or our organizations, we must break that cycle by tackling both external systems and internal load.


When productivity feels pointless: what are values, and why do they matter?


Your values are the things that matter most to you. Things like creativity, fairness, freedom, honesty, helping others, learning or stability. They’re not goals, and they’re not morals (although morals and values are interconnected and can influence each other). They’re what give your actions meaning. And when your life lines up with your values, everything feels more motivating.


What happens when your values get lost?


For many of us, especially those with ADHD, there can be a disconnect between what matters to us and what we spend our time on. That gap can show up as:




	Feeling bored or drained by tasks that seem pointless.


	Avoiding work, even if it’s important, because it doesn’t feel meaningful.


	A constant low-level frustration that you’re not doing what you’re ‘meant’ to be doing.


	Burnout from chasing success that doesn’t match the things you care about.





This disconnect is sometimes called value incongruence and it has been linked to emotional exhaustion, low motivation, poor performance and even depression.5




Real-life examples of misaligned values




	You value creativity, but your job is all spreadsheets and rules.


	You value connection, but your workload leaves no time for people.


	You value autonomy, but your tasks are micromanaged or prescribed.








If you have ADHD, your brain’s motivation system is already wired differently. If a task also doesn’t align with your values, that can be a double hit, making it even harder to care, start or finish.


Even if these tasks ‘should’ be done, they can feel like friction burns on your soul; this discomfort can be a sign that your brain is throwing up a red flag.


How to spot (and use) your values


Research shows that living in line with your values increases motivation, resilience and well-being. People who pursue goals that reflect their personal values are more likely to achieve them and feel fulfilled along the way.


Values-based action can help reduce procrastination and emotional distress, especially in people with ADHD and anxiety.


If you’re not sure what your core values are, you’re not alone. Most of us haven’t been taught to look inward; we’ve been taught to chase grades, promotions or approval instead. But getting clear on your values can be a turning point.







Identifying your values


There are many free, online tools for identifying your values, but you can also try asking yourself:




	What makes you feel proud, even if no one else notices?


	When do you feel most like yourself?


	Think of a time you felt really frustrated or upset. What important thing was missing or being ignored?


	What makes you feel energized, even when it’s hard?


	If someone were to describe you at your best, what would you want them to say?


	What do you find yourself fighting for, defending, or standing up for (even in your head)?


	What would you still care about, even if it didn’t help you earn money or get approval?


	Which three things would you not want to give up about who you are?








Once you’ve got a sense of your core values, use them like a compass. You don’t need to overhaul your life overnight; look for small ways to bring your values into your tasks or routines.


For example:




	If you value growth, frame a boring report as a chance to practise a skill.


	If you value freedom, block out flexible ‘choose-your-own-adventure’ time in your week.


	If you value helping others, remind yourself who benefits from the task (even if it’s ‘future you’).





What about ADHD? This is a book about ADHD and productivity, isn’t it?


So far, we’ve looked at all the different ways productivity can be derailed: by bad systems, impossible workloads, unclear expectations and emotional burnout. Now it’s time to talk about how ADHD makes all of this harder.


The clinical traits of ADHD, especially the executive dysfunction, aren’t just technical terms from a diagnostic manual. They show up in painfully real ways in daily life: missing deadlines, zoning out in meetings, losing track of priorities, missing emails, or starting ten things and finishing none.


This section breaks down how ADHD directly creates and intensifies common productivity barriers. The impact isn’t mild or quirky; it’s measurable. For many people, it can impact career progression, financial security, academic success and mental health.


If you’ve ever wondered, ‘Why can’t I just do the thing?’ this is where we explain why with clarity and compassion.



Why can’t I just do the things I want or need to do?


If you’ve read Chapter 1, or already have some knowledge about ADHD, then you’ll be aware that ADHD in clinical terms has two sides: inattention and hyperactivity/impulsivity. Both presentations can create real-world chaos in work, study and everyday life. These traits can be productivity wrecking balls.


Making careless mistakes? If you live with ADHD, you’ve probably been accused of being careless at some point. But that word, careless, is very emotionally charged. It’s NOTHING to do with not caring (most of the time), and no one cares more about making mistakes than someone who has constantly been berated for making mistakes. This is about your brain skipping over details without your permission.


These small mistakes can seriously damage your credibility at work, and they often take more time to fix than they would have taken to catch in the first place (if your brain had let you!), which adds even more stress to the mix.


Sustaining attention, especially on things that are boring, repetitive or too long, is one of ADHD’s core challenges. That means:




	You might zone out during meetings and miss key information.


	Reading long documents can feel like climbing a cognitive mountain in flippers.


	You might forget what someone said five minutes ago or that they said anything at all.





This doesn’t just make work harder. It fragments your understanding of what’s happening, which makes planning and follow-through even trickier.


It may not feel like an attention issue, but poor organization is one of the symptoms of inattention. Many people with ADHD struggle to manage paperwork, files, emails and even thoughts. Your workspace might be a mess, not because you don’t care, but because the part of your brain that’s meant to create order isn’t playing ball.
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