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who has always allowed me to chart my own course in life
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INTRODUCTION


Why does a book like this need to be written? I’ll give you several reasons. First, take a few minutes and Google the phrase “What is ADHD?” Here’s the answer: It’s Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. But as you scroll down, you’ll find one of the first reasons this book needs to be written: Many of the initial search results speak about children. They describe ADHD as a childhood disorder or childhood illness. The word “illness” gets to me, but more on that later. Even the National Institute of Mental Health calls ADHD a childhood disorder and barely mentions the word “adult.”


Pages and pages of many credible websites speak to the condition as being a childhood issue and not so much something that adults experience. It may be much more noticeable in children than in adults. And I get why many of these entries, articles, websites, books, and other publications focus on childhood ADHD. It’s difficult to watch your child struggle with behavior, schoolwork, getting along with others, and all the casualties that go along with being a kid with ADHD, including bullying.


It’s estimated that 10 percent of school-aged children show some of the most recognized traits of ADHD, including focus and behavioral issues, hyperactivity, and impulsivity. Or, as I like to say, they have “no filter.”


Raising a child with ADHD is not easy. It’s stressful, exhausting, and turbulent all at the same time. I know because I’m raising a child with his own challenges. My wife likes to say that my mother is looking down on me from heaven now and giving me just a little bit of a payback for everything I put her through when I was a kid. Some days I do feel that I’m reliving my childhood, and not always in a good way.


Now I’m an adult, running a small business and raising a child with extreme focus issues. You’d probably love to be a fly on the wall in our house.


Over the years I’ve had my good days and bad days, but overall I was always, as an adult, driven to succeed. As a teenager I probably could not have cared less about being successful. I was only concerned about hanging out at the corner store with friends and driving my red Trans Am down to the beach. But something finally clicked in my early twenties, and I was suddenly determined to be successful in some way, making up for the complete disaster that was my formal education. I didn’t go to crappy schools—I was just a crappy student.


Guess what? Kids with ADHD grow up to be adults with ADHD. Stunning, I know. Maybe we learn to deal with it, but how do we thrive with ADHD? That was my question when I finally decided to get my act together.


As adults, many of us can either mask the symptoms of ADHD or, as we get older, hide them in certain situations. But the fact remains that many kids who have ADHD grow up with it and struggle with it on a daily basis. And many decide to kick a little ass with it and become successful adults.


One of those kids is me. Although, when I was growing up, it wasn’t called ADHD. Kids like me were classified as simply “hyperactive.” In my case, hyperactive would be more than an accurate description. And the schools had absolutely no idea what to do with us. As you’ll read in these pages, some of the people I interviewed for this book were even thrown out of school. In my case, I’m quite confident that I inadvertently tortured my mother, my teachers, and others with my behavior. And I’m not quite sure my grandparents understood me at all.


But I think I made up for it. Before my mother passed away, I owned and grew two successful businesses and took on a high-profile role at a well-known charity, often acting as a spokesperson for national and international events.


I knew that there were people out there just like me, and even those with symptoms like mine who far exceeded my success. And I wanted to get to know them. I wanted to tell their stories, and I wanted to show the world that the kid in your classroom you thought was a complete screwup now runs a very successful business and might even be making much more money than you are. He may have also invented something that changed an industry, the world, and even your life. As one person puts it in this book, it may be juvenile, but many of us have something to prove.


But the deeper issue is this: How can we learn from these successful people? What drives them? What gets them out of bed in the morning, and what keeps them motivated to go for it every day? I wanted to know, and so do many of my fellow ADHDers who are looking for ways not only to make it through the day, but also to rise above their ADHD and make it work in their favor. We have to fight to figure out what to do with ourselves after our feet hit the floor in the morning, getting our brains and body into a zone that gets us through the day.


In writing this book, I talked to many people, including successful business owners, those who are successful in their respective careers, as well as ADHD coaches and a handful of highly regarded medical professionals in the field of ADHD. Overcoming Distractions is meant to be a street-smart approach to managing and thriving with ADHD. It’s not meant to be a medical book or to offer doctors’ advice. Since I went to a vocational school for welding, I’m far from a medical doctor. And while ADHD is formally classified as a medical condition of the brain, I don’t believe the answers to living a great life lie solely in medical solutions.


Successful people learn how to manage their environment and adapt, and that is no different than what someone with ADHD does to succeed. We can’t go to school and learn how to be a successful businessperson with ADHD. We need to learn from screwing up, and from those who have done it, and we need to create techniques that allow us to thrive. And that’s what this book offers.


If you’re reading this book, you most likely have ADHD. And maybe sticking with things for the long haul, such as reading a book, isn’t your thing. I get it. But stick with it. You’ll meet some great people in this book and get some incredible advice that can help you crank up your career, your business, and turn what many people think of as a negative into an incredible positive in your life. I feel honored to have been given the opportunity to introduce you to the people whose stories you are about to hear and whose lessons you will learn from.


Most people in this book actually credit their ADHD with their success and are glad they have it. That might not have been the case growing up, but looking back, their creativity and innovation have been a result of their ADHD. And that’s allowed them to become who they are today.


If you don’t have ADHD and you just decided this might be a good book, I hope you find some of the advice of those with ADHD valuable enough to incorporate in your daily life. The list of those who have become super-successful and just happen to have ADHD continues to grow. From airline executives to professional athletes, political consultants, and many others, we can learn from those who have become super-successful. They must be doing something right.


One more thing before we start our journey. You will not find many references to medication here. While I do realize that medication is a part of managing your ADHD if you choose that route, I didn’t want this to be a medical book. That being said, I do believe it’s worth having an open and honest discussion with a doctor about whether you should be taking medication. And to bring that one step further, I believe you should consult a doctor who specializes in ADHD. Have your general practitioner refer you to an ADHD specialist. Medication, like anything else you learn about here, is your choice, to be discussed with your doctor. You don’t have to if you don’t want to, but it might help you. Some of those I spoke to swear by their medication and have difficulty functioning without it. Others have had a very bad experience with medication. I do not take any medication, and I am fine with that decision in my life. Might I find it easier to function with some type of ADHD medication? I may never know, but that’s my choice.


Your choice to take ADHD medication is between you, your doctor, and your family.


But keep this in mind: Medication is not the sole answer to thriving with ADHD. Thriving with ADHD is the result of a collection of techniques, tools, and self-regulation that helps adults with ADHD become successful and dependable to others. And I hope you learn those tools from reading on.


Let’s do this!




















CHAPTER ONE


you will finish this book …


So, have you ever purchased a book and then never picked it up? I know—you get all excited when you buy it or it comes in the mail. Maybe you read some of it or maybe not. Do you have a pile of books you never read? I’ll make a confession right now: I’m one of those people. I have books that my family has given me for my birthday or Christmas, and they are still collecting dust.


So, what makes me think someone with ADHD is going to actually read a book about adult ADHD and how to thrive with it? Because it’s written by one of your own—an adult with ADHD. And more importantly, the stories in this book are about people just like us. They know how to kick the hell out of ADHD as an adult and how to be a success in their business and career.


So I’ll answer some questions right up front: Why did I write this book? And why should you read the entire book?


The short answer for those with ADHD who are thinking of putting this book down is that I wanted to know how others like you and me got to where they did, having the same type of brain I did. I wanted to know how they said, “Screw you, ADHD. I’m building a successful business.” Oh, and to all those kids who made fun of me in school because I was different? Let’s compare paychecks.


I wanted to know how people like me cut through the fog of ADHD and got stuff done! And, how did they get stuff done without totally relying on medication to manage their ADHD? What drives them, what motivates them, what helps them make every day count? And how do they handle a bad day? Because everyone has a bad day. Now, some people interviewed for this book do take medication, so again, I will not go down the road of saying all medication is bad. Both those I interviewed as well as coaches and doctors say that if you need medication, take it. But this book will outline how to use it in collaboration with other methods of managing your ADHD.


I wanted to somehow inspire others. For years I have hidden the fact that I never finished college. At parties, when others talked about their college days, I would stand there, smiling and nodding, playing along and letting people believe that I had had the same experiences as my friends. I joked about being ADHD, but never really made it more than a passing joke.


But then there were the people who were impressed by my accomplishments, never knowing that I crashed and burned at college. And even flunked out of freshman year at a vocational school. Who the hell flunks out of vocational school? Me, that’s who. Can a vocational school dropout inspire others? I hope so!


I began to write this book after running my own PR and video marketing firm for several years. When I first started in the field of public relations, PR professionals were primarily responsible for getting media coverage. Yes, we did other things, such as write newsletters, produce an occasional video, and provide other collateral materials, but that’s pretty much it. There were few other outlets for getting the word out. If we wanted to share a video of a cat hanging from a ceiling fan, we sent it to all our friends through email, faxed press releases to the media, and waited. Sounds like the Stone Age to us now, but that’s how we made things go viral, if you will.


I was always a creative person, and having ADHD, PR was a great fit for my type of brain. I thought differently and was rewarded with great results in my chosen profession. I built a very successful restaurant business by being creative with PR, and after that, I managed the public relations for a very well-known charity and had even better results. I had found my calling. I loved what I did and got a thrill every time I saw a TV camera. For this ADHD guy who never finished college, I had finally found what I was good at. And, I might say, I was better at it than many.


Ideas would pop into my head, and in no time, I was planning the next way to get media coverage for the organization. Call it a knee-jerk reaction to inspiration or whatever you want, but for me, this dynamic worked, and ADHD was my friend. I really believe that if you harness the power of ADHD, it is a blessing. Yes, for many people, ADHD gets in the way of trying to achieve something, but if you embrace it, understand that there will be good days and bad, there is nothing you can’t accomplish. And with the right support system, you can live a great life.


After starting my PR firm, social media began to take shape. Many of us were already using sites like LinkedIn, but none of us called them “social media.” Facebook came along, and then Twitter, and public relations as we knew it slowly began to change. Through online public relations and our need to understand features like search engine optimization to get a client on the first page of Google results, an entire industry was changing. Talk about ADHD!


Many of us in the PR industry tried hard to keep up with the times. In the beginning, I had very good luck getting clients media coverage. But my old methods slowly started to become ineffective. It’s not that I was bad at the new dynamics of PR using social media. When I worked for Special Olympics, I saw more TV cameras in my career than most in my industry see in an entire lifetime, so I was well-versed in thinking on my feet, and I had a Rolodex of reporters and journalists that any PR person would die for. But the media landscape was changing, and getting clients traditional press coverage was getting harder.


Newspapers were getting thinner because of all the opportunities the Internet gave marketers. Entire media outlets were going out of business, and many media companies were laying off reporters by the dozens—reporters we in the PR business had spent so much time cultivating relationships with. The editor of my hometown newspaper once told me that she now was expected to edit two newspapers, two websites, lay off half her staff, and take a 25 percent pay cut just to keep afloat.


To save my business, I started to offer video production. I was using a great video company, but because of how things were changing, I realized that if I didn’t change my business model, I would be out of business in the coming years.


I was no stranger to video, having produced several videos for Special Olympics and other clients, but I did have to teach myself how to shoot good video and edit. I did just that and, in the next few years, was making videos for almost all my clients. It got to the point where companies were hiring us just to do video marketing, something I really enjoyed. I ultimately started doing all our marketing around our video marketing services, getting away from traditional PR.


So now this ADHD guy was getting clients media coverage, managing social media such as Twitter and Facebook accounts, shooting and editing video, helping clients rank higher in search engine results, publishing email newsletters, and so on. My business was testing the bounds of my ADHD. How do other successful people in business manage their ADHD? I was asking this question constantly.


We were a very small PR firm, which meant I was managing the accounts of each and every client. I had writers and a full-time public relations specialist who did quite a bit for clients, but I had to oversee it all. As I’ll outline in this book, multitasking does not work for most people—and, in my opinion, it’s deadly for someone with ADHD. Then again, some people interviewed in this book say otherwise, that multitasking does work for them, and that they thrive on working on many tasks at once. But it wasn’t a very good strategy for me.


As I was writing this book, Google and other search engines have made all kinds of changes to their systems that made many of our online PR tactics ineffective. Plus, every week another new social media platform seems to emerge, and even existing social media sites have changed the rules, so we have to constantly keep up with changes in the industry. It’s enough to make your head spin. You tell a client we need to implement one kind of strategy and three months later—nope, we can’t do that anymore. You get pissed and the client gets pissed. Plus, when you’re doing it all with little help, it starts to make you a little overwhelmed.


So you can see so far that I’m juggling more and more balls in the air every day. All the changes in the PR and marketing industry were enough to test anyone with ADHD, including me. But I’m not done.


[image: ] ADHD CLIENTS


First of all, I had the great fortune of having some tremendous clients. Many have stayed with me for years because of the quality of work we do. They have gone through the myriad changes in the public relations world, listened to my counsel, and rolled with the punches. I have always had a great working relationship with our clients, and if I think it’s a bad fit, we part ways. It’s too stressful to work with clients who are not a good fit.


While I have had wonderful clients, I have also had my share of clients where the entire organization operated like an ADHD kid. Those are the companies that can’t speak with one voice. There are individuals who have symptoms of ADHD, and then there are entire organizations that are scatterbrained. Having my share of these clients was certainly stressful. One person asks you to do one project, you do it, and then another person asks why it was done. Or the company designates a person to sign off on projects, and his boss doesn’t like the choice your liaison made. Better yet, your corporate contact asks where you are on a project, but she hasn’t given you what you asked for months before. OK, maybe that’s just corporate America. Anyway, it was making this ADHD guy feel his symptoms even more acutely.


The most common joke about those with ADHD is “Oh, look, a squirrel … ” The implication is that people with ADHD are distracted by anything and can even be taken off course midsentence by the sight of an animal or other distractions. But here’s what I would say to that: Sometimes that squirrel is a great idea running by us, and if we don’t pay attention to it, we could lose sight of something that could make a tremendous difference in our business.


In this book I speak with many very successful people, some of whom you may know. I get inside their thought processes; I go back through their childhood; I find out how they manage their ADHD; and I learn how they grow their businesses. I also share some very funny stories about their life with ADHD. I share a few of mine as well, including just how hyper I was as a child and how I drove my mother nuts. Sound familiar?


Yes, those with ADHD will enjoy this book, but those without ADHD, those who are looking for the great stories behind successful people should discover life lessons as well. You’ll meet people who might just have a few things in their way and think a little differently, but become and stay successful.


[image: ] A COUPLE OTHER NOTES


Everyone has her own opinion. And you know what they say about opinions. We are all individuals, and what works for you, might not work for me. Some in this book—maybe even you—might need medication, while others are dead set against using any form of medication. Some may use vigorous exercise and meditation in place of drugs, and that works for them. Others use a combination of strategies to manage ADHD, which may or may not include medication. One person interviewed for this book had a horrific time getting off medication, while others use it just when they need to focus intently on a project. Just keep an open mind. This is by far not the bible on ADHD and all that claims to cure it. It’s a collection of stories and advice to help and inspire you to take action in your own life.


Also, I use a couple different terms in this book. Many call what we are talking about now ADHD. But there are a few who refer to it as ADD. To quickly refresh your memory, ADD stands for Attention Deficit Disorder while ADHD stands for Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. The term and diagnosis have evolved over the years and are now more commonly referred to as ADHD. You will see throughout this book that I refer to it as ADHD, but if the person I have interviewed referred to it as ADD, I would hesitate to put words into his mouth. ADHD expert and best-selling author Dr. Edward Hallowell, whom you’ll meet soon, doesn’t like either term—“ADD” or “ADHD”—because he feels there are so many gifts that come with being who we are. There are positives and negatives to being ADHD, and the term only focuses on the negative.


While it may be slightly confusing, it’s far better than what they called me and many others: “hyperactive children.” Maybe we climbed the walls, stared out the window, and occasionally flipped over a desk in school, but we also had great abilities to dream big and see things that others could not envision. From what I remember of my childhood, they didn’t really know what to do with kids like us. And then we grew up.


[image: ] DEFINE YOUR OWN SUCCESS


While there are many success stories about those with ADHD, such as those who have built a business or several businesses, many people have defined their own success personally. If you are happy doing a job you love, and it nourishes your inner needs, then I would argue that you are successful. Just finding a career that you can do well in and contribute to a larger mission constitutes success for some of us. I spoke to many entrepreneurs and wildly creative people during this process, and I met several people who just love what they do and are not millionaires. They have overcome obstacles and work in careers they thought they might not be able to do. As I was writing this book, I received several emails with this message: “I don’t know if I’m very successful.” Well, you are successful if you have found a way to be happy and fulfilled in life.


Casey Dickson is one of those people I chatted with, and she’s got a job that she’s very proud of. She has ADHD as well as executive function disorder, which we will discuss in an upcoming chapter. She works at a nonprofit organization that assists individuals with disabilities who wish to gain work experience and ultimately work toward meaningful employment. Casey is the administrative office assistant and helps much of the organization stay organized, in addition to her other responsibilities. “I didn’t even think of applying for administrative jobs,” says Casey. She was looking more at retail jobs because that was the work experience she had. She also felt that she didn’t have enough office or corporate experience on her resume to stand out among other applicants for administrative jobs. She had the required skills because she had helped out at her father’s office, but didn’t think she could compete with other candidates.


Casey handles the organization’s social media, helps with payroll, answers phones, takes minutes for various conference calls, transcribes handwritten notes for coworkers, and is in charge of ordering supplies. She needs to be organized. For someone who might have challenges with time management, completing tasks, or keeping track of how long it takes to complete a task, Casey is doing an outstanding job. And she really likes her position and the fact that she’s been given these responsibilities. She even receives regular commendations for her work from her boss. “I feel happy in the job; I feel like I’m accomplishing something; and I feel like my opinion is validated and valued.”


I spent some time speaking with a woman named Pamela Curtis. She says she was never flagged as someone with ADHD when she was young because in most cases it was the boys who showed hyperactive behavior. “I was the kid who was always staring out the window, thinking of something entirely else than what was going on,” says Pamela. But she feels that she did get a reputation in school for being “that kid.” I think we all remember “that kid”: the one who stood out in our classroom by actually not standing out.


Pamela was diagnosed with ADHD at the age of twenty-two, after getting out of college. She did learn coping skills from her father while in high school, but she was not officially diagnosed until some time had passed and she was still having trouble completing basic tasks and focusing. While her father helped her stay on target when doing schoolwork and helped her organize her life in other ways, when she set off on her own, Pamela was having difficulty managing her life. She sought out professional help, at which point she received her diagnosis. One of the hardest things to do for those with ADHD is to just get started on a task or project, and her father had helped her with those time management skills.


Pamela gravitated toward writing and English while in college and was getting great grades in those classes. She ended up earning a degree in English and started a successful writing career. She had a love of computers and technology, and while working at a technology company, a coworker suggested she try her hand at technical writing. “My ADD became a strength rather than a weakness,” says Pamela. And she leveraged that ADHD into technical writing. She ended up writing “how to” guides for various software programs and manuals on how hardware worked. As she puts it, “I translated geek-speaking into layman.”


She is also the author of the book Chin Up! 50 Ways to Make Money While Disabled, in which she details how those with disabilities can earn income while dealing with a disability. She outlines several ways a person can earn a healthy living working from home—another accomplishment based on her writing skills.


Pamela developed a disability several years ago. She was experiencing constant migraine headaches, and it was determined that a rare pituitary disorder was affecting her thyroid and adrenal glands, causing the migraines. She has now transitioned to a career working as a disability advocate for a law firm, again using her writing and translation skills to her benefit and the benefit of others. Her new job is another great fit for her skills as a writer.


One way she stays productive is by recognizing that if the work appeals to her intellect and thrills her, she knows that she can be productive. She also says that it’s important to give herself the freedom to be a person with ADHD and not look at it as a problem, but almost as a superpower. She feels that this type of thinking has been the biggest benefit to her. In her view, if you can be all over the place, as many ADHD people are, but still find a way to come back to the task at hand, you’ll be successful.


One of the ways to do this is to find what you love. More often than not, a person with ADHD will be successful when he is interested in a job, career, or a business. And that also goes for individual tasks. For example, I hate doing bookkeeping, so I leave it to the last minute. But I love working closely with my clients, so that would take priority over my bookkeeping. I loved working on the PR and marketing for the restaurant I used to own, but I hated making hundreds of sandwiches every day.


Katharine Ligon is a mental health policy analyst in Austin, Texas, who loves what she does. She was diagnosed with ADHD at age seventeen, and school was very challenging to her. She barely remembers learning in school that wasn’t, in some ways, painful. Katharine used humor to get through some of the lessons that she had a hard time with, but she also did well in the courses in which she had an interest. All in all, Katharine felt she needed to learn in a different way to be successful in school, and that was sometimes at odds with the way her classes were taught. At one parent-teacher conference in fifth grade, her teacher referred to her as “stupid,” and her parents removed her from the school.


Her parents got her into a private school that provided education for children with learning disabilities. She was able to acquire new learning skills, as well as gain a grasp of reading comprehension. And in ninth grade, she went back to public school with some new skills. But Katharine soon learned that she needed additional support in order to graduate.


After reading the groundbreaking book Driven to Distraction by Dr. Edward Hallowell, as many in this book have done, she began to figure things out. She started taking Ritalin, which helped. She headed off to college, and after two years, decided to take some time off. She felt that she was not doing very well. She was working tremendously hard for mediocre grades, and it was just not satisfying to her.


She started doing youth ministry work and volunteering in Honduras for a home that worked with abandoned and abused girls. She was teaching classes and assisting the girls with their day-to-day living activities. “That really gave me a lot of purpose in life, gave me a lot of direction, and it gave me a perspective that I didn’t have before.”


After two years of helping others and getting a perspective on life, including the value of education, she went back to Texas. She returned to college and graduated. She worked in direct care services with children in the Texas foster care system. Katharine held that job for five years and decided that she wasn’t going to climb the ladder without a master’s degree. After receiving her master’s degree, she ended up where she is today, as a mental health policy analyst in Austin.


And while she says that statistics were not her thing in school, part of her job requires her to analyze statistics, among many other duties, including interacting with and advocating for the people the organization is serving. “Social services is about people,” says Katharine. And with her engaging personality and her ability to forge relationships, she’s found a great fit.


Much of Katharine’s job involves community engagement. She works with the community, other mental health providers, stakeholders, and those who use the services of mental health providers, including law enforcement and legislators. What she loves about her position is that she is able to create awareness about mental health issues as well as making changes in how those with mental health issues are served and viewed.


Katharine has some advice for those with ADHD. She feels that those with ADHD need to be open to new experiences as well as be willing to explore new opportunities. “I think we can create our own path and our destiny through all our different experiences,” says Katharine. “I wouldn’t be where I am today without all the barriers and challenges I faced in school.” She feels that you figure out what types of things you like, what you can tolerate, and what you’re actually good at.


“I never thought I would be working in public policy; it was almost by accident,” Katharine says. She was complaining to her former boss about a certain policy, and they both agreed to take the issue to the legislature. “I wouldn’t have had that opportunity unless I was open to new experiences and willing to take a risk.”


Her other piece of advice is to be comfortable with failing. Maybe what you tried is not meant to be, but it’s an opportunity to figure out that next phase in your life. Trying new things keeps a person constantly moving forward. And I can tell you from experience that my parents allowed me to crash and burn a few times. Maybe I had a few crazy ideas, like opening up a mini bike repair shop when I had no experience ever fixing a mini bike. That didn’t last long, as you might imagine. But it provided an opportunity for me to evaluate my own capabilities and attempt to learn a new skill.


Katharine also advises that once you figure out how you do things and what you love, you should make sure to advocate for yourself. If you are working for someone else, make sure you and your employer try to develop a mutual understanding as to how you operate. If you don’t feel comfortable disclosing that you have ADHD, try to have a conversation with your boss to let her understand how you complete certain projects. Maybe you won’t come right out and say, “Hey, I have ADHD,” but in my experience, most understanding bosses are more concerned about the successful completion of a project, rather than how it happened.


In the next chapter, I discuss the challenges I had growing up as an ADHD kid and the gifts I ultimately found I had as I entered the working world. As you’ll see, I had a need to reinvent myself every decade to keep my interest up. And because I didn’t go to school for anything specific, I had to find my way in careers that I could jump into headfirst and that I could teach myself how to be good at. Not one of the careers or businesses I talk about in the coming pages did I ever have any formal education for. And I feel that’s a good thing.
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