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Foreword


When it comes to ADHD, few people have seen and studied it as closely as I have. At Amen Clinics, we’ve diagnosed and treated tens of thousands of individuals with ADHD—likely more than any other medical or psychiatric clinic in the world. In 1991, I started using sophisticated brain-imaging techniques to understand how we can help people better by looking at the physical functioning of their brains in conjunction with their symptoms. The brain scans made it clear to me that taking care of the physical health of the brain improves cognition and conditions like ADHD as well. Therefore, by focusing on brain health alongside symptoms, we’ve helped people improve cognitive function and overall quality of life.


But brain health alone isn’t the whole story. Adults with ADHD also need something just as vital: practical behavioral strategies, skills, an empowered mindset, and daily habits that support long-term growth and change. This is where Shanna Pearson comes in.


Shanna is the founder of Expert ADHD Coaching, and I’m a big fan. My team of doctors has referred patients to her coaching program because we know that the “nonmedical” side of ADHD management is just as essential as the clinical side. Shanna’s unique insight and coaching program addresses a critical gap—the place where daily actions and habits intersect with mental well-being. This type of coaching gives people the tools and deeper understanding to create and stick with new habits, increase their self-confidence, manage their time and their ever-changing moods, and feel more in control of their lives. And while the type of behavioral therapy she provides certainly requires specialized approaches and experience, what sets Shanna apart is her extraordinary insight and remarkable instinct for exactly what each person needs to do in their individual situations.


This is why I’m happy to introduce this book to you. Shanna’s incredible “action-first” approach is not just a concept—it’s a proven method! Her work with people with ADHD focuses on small, practical, and consistent changes that produce lasting results. The stories we have heard from our patients about their experiences with her program are inspiring. These aren’t just stories of survival—they’re stories of breakthroughs, where people finally feel like they’re in control of their lives for the first time.


If you’ve ever wanted a behind-the-scenes look at the inner world of women with ADHD, this book delivers. Shanna goes far beneath the surface to explore the “why” behind the everyday struggles women with ADHD face. But she doesn’t stop there.


She’s been in the trenches, listening, guiding, and coaching women through their journeys. She’s taken that experience, as well as her own personal journey living with ADHD, and turned it into a clear, powerful guide for anyone with ADHD who’s felt invisible, misunderstood, or overwhelmed. This book offers more than insight—it offers solutions.


Here’s what’s different about Shanna’s approach: She’s not here to talk about theory. She’s here to help you understand what you actually need to do in your life to work with your ADHD instead of against it. Her book provides incredible insight and practical guidance—tools, techniques, and strategies that she has developed to help people with ADHD shift from feeling stuck to becoming unstoppable. You’ll learn how to regulate your emotions, follow through and get things done, manage your overwhelm, build your self-worth, and finally feel like you’re on top of life in a way that works for YOU.


In the world of ADHD behavior management, I’ve seen very few people as insightful and capable as Shanna Pearson. Her expertise is undeniable, her compassion is genuine, and her incredible track record of results speaks for itself.


If you’re ready to understand the “why” behind many of the struggles that come with ADHD and, more importantly, the “how” to move forward with confidence, this book is for you, and I encourage you to take this opportunity to learn from one of the best.


Daniel G. Amen, MD


Founder, Amen Clinics










Introduction


“Why Can’t You Just . . .?”


I can still remember a night in May when I was six years old. I was about to finish first grade and was counting down the days until school let out for summer, when our family dinner was interrupted by a phone call from my teacher.


According to her records, I had not turned in my homework. Not just that day; I hadn’t turned in any homework since November. As a result, they were considering holding me back a year.


Not only was this news to my parents, it was also news to me. Homework? When had the teacher given us homework? I couldn’t remember. My parents were furious—not with me but with the teacher. Why, they demanded, had she waited the entire year to let them know about this? And how was this my fault?


Nobody ever asked me why I hadn’t turned in my homework. Or why I never knew that we had any. Nobody spent time observing or really noticing me in class—I was essentially invisible. No one ever knew what was really going on with me. Not my teachers. Not my parents. Not even me.


At school, I was always the spacey daydreamer. I stared out the window for unknown periods of time. I gave random answers to questions. A teacher would give directions, but I wouldn’t realize it until I saw everyone pulling out books or scribbling on their papers. I watched my classmates for clues. “Wait . . . what do we have to do?”


While I never got my teachers’ instructions the first time, I definitely got their exasperation. I became very familiar with the phrase Why can’t you just . . . ? As in:




“Why can’t you just pay attention?”


“Why can’t you just follow directions?”


“Why can’t you just finish your homework?”





I never knew what was going on in class and was terrified of being called on, so I learned to keep a low profile at school. But at home, that was impossible. I was a perpetual non-finisher of chores, activities, meals, and conversations. The same refrain I heard at school became an ongoing theme at home, too.




“Why can’t you just eat your dinner?”


“Why can’t you just stop interrupting?”


“Why can’t you just do what you said you were going to do?”





Nobody had any idea how badly I wanted to meet people’s expectations. Nobody saw how the thing I’d just started was so much more interesting than the thing I hadn’t finished yet. It felt like there was something about me that would always be misunderstood, which had me believe there was something fundamentally wrong with me, and I had no idea what it was.


Nobody knew it then, and actually wouldn’t for many years, but the root of all these problems was undiagnosed ADHD. Perhaps you can relate?


A SECRET SORORITY


Most people associate ADHD with hyperactivity, but for many women, a lot of our “hyperactivity” is internal and therefore totally invisible. It likely wasn’t evident to your teachers when you were younger. Instead, the boys with ADHD, who were usually much more physically disruptive and loud (especially with bodily function noises), were noticed and called out more. Their parents received the most teacher phone calls and may have been advised to seek help from their child’s pediatrician. So of course these hyperactive kids got a ton of attention—they were driving their parents, teachers, and most of the other kids in class nuts!


But that wasn’t you. Nope. Even in high school, it was more likely that you were the quiet, incessant daydreamer, distracted by the 24–7 amusement park in your brain and managed to fly completely under the radar. You were focusing on your real and imagined life, including radical (yet absolutely brilliant!) ideas, creating complicated dramas in your mind, imagining winning very important life-altering arguments, living your “best” life looking gorgeous at a raging party with your two hundred best friends, accepting a major and meaningful award while your ex (the one who broke your heart) is watching longingly from the audience, or wondering what your dog dreams about.


But now, you wake up one day in your thirties, forties, or sixties wondering why (whhyyy?!?) your life is twenty times more stressful than everyone else’s and why everyone you know seems to have their act together while you’re still living in total chaos looking for the cup of coffee you were holding just a minute ago. You may feel as if you have been trying to head in a particular direction and have goals or dreams you want to fulfill but are always getting sidetracked and taken way off course. If you have achieved career success, you may feel like you’re only a step away from being called out as a fraud or getting fired; either that or you’re running around at ninety miles an hour, nonstop, feeling like you’re still not even remotely close to getting what you really want.


Why does it seem that your life has always been much more tumultuous than most? Why is it more of a struggle to achieve anything meaningful to you? Why has it always felt that no one really gets you? Why do you seem to exist on a completely different frequency from everyone else around you?


The answer, and a big lesson from this book, is that your brain functions differently from a lot of people’s, and there is nothing wrong with you. You’re going to learn how your brain works (or in your case, works differently) and that there are even a few gifts associated with ADHD. You’ll learn how to recognize the ADHD characteristics that are most likely getting in your way and discover new ways of thinking about and doing things that work with your brain and not against it. In addition to a few of my own personal experiences, you’ll also read about other women who struggled with aspects of their ADHD and have learned to overcome them. These are 100 percent true experiences of real women from my ADHD coaching company, Expert ADHD Coaching.


WHY SHOULD YOU LISTEN TO ME?


You may have already read other books on ADHD, followed ADHD influencers, or watched countless life hacks online, and chances are you’ve gathered a ton of information, but how much of a difference has it truly made in your life? I’ll guess probably a little bit, but maybe not as much as you’d hoped. Which brings me to what’s different about this book and why you should listen to me.


First, if you’re a woman with ADHD, I honestly get what you are struggling with. I’ve been there—and am still there! I know exactly what it feels like, and I have solutions to share with you that can help make your life much easier.


Second, and much more importantly, my coaching practice has grown to be the world’s largest one-on-one coaching company specifically for adults with ADHD, and the solutions I’ll be sharing with you are based on twenty-six years of proven results with tens of thousands of clients!


I am truly humbled and amazed that since 1999 I have had the privilege to coach and manage more than four hundred and fifty thousand (450,000) individual ADHD coaching sessions, and we now conduct almost sixty thousand one-hour coaching sessions every single year. I have personally trained hundreds of ADHD coaches, many of whom still work for my company and continue to be under my guidance every day, and prominent physicians and psychiatrists across North America regularly refer their patients to my program.


To be clear, these are not social media followers, online group members, or podcast listeners seeking free information (honestly, I’m not very active on social media since most clients find us through referrals). Almost anyone can accumulate thousands of unpaid subscribers in a large free group and then claim they have “coached” and “helped” thousands of people, often without offering proven advice. My numbers are based on the results of thousands of paying clients who are guided over time, individually, one-on-one, through their unique and specific challenges. Even with all the free information available, our clients invest a substantial amount for my concierge, results-based adult ADHD program because what we do really works.


One of the reasons I wrote this book is to give access to the information, experience, and insight I have developed over the years to as many people as possible, not just those who can participate in our program.


Finally, I promise to tell you the truth, and I’m not going to sugarcoat anything. I’m not going to give you “theoretical” solutions that look interesting and sound good but haven’t really been tested in real life, and I’m not going to tell you that ADHD is a magical “superpower” when you know all too well how hard it is to just be you.


Everything I’m going to share with you reflects my experience and the extraordinary results I’ve seen with my clients over many years. All the techniques and strategies presented here have been proven to work for literally thousands of women with ADHD, some of whom are probably a lot like you!


IMPLEMENTATION IS THE ONLY WAY TO ACHIEVE REAL RESULTS!


Most of us think we already know something if we’ve read or heard it before, but that’s just learning and knowing about something. We all have access to the internet on our phones, and we can look up anything about everything—anytime we want! So, when it comes to new tools or practices that will help you in your life, it’s only when you actually use them in your life that you’ll really know them.


At this point, after working with all our clients throughout the years, we’ve learned what gets results, as well as what doesn’t—even if it’s portrayed on social media and elsewhere as the thing everyone is doing.


“Action-First” Behavior Modification Training


The foundation of my entire ADHD coaching program is the exact opposite of many popular philosophies that focus on changing our thoughts and beliefs first, which is incredibly difficult when you have an overflowing, everything-all-at-once, high-speed brain. My philosophy is based on highly directive kinesthetic learning, which is more akin to athletic coaching than typical ADHD life coaching. Basically, your actions will create your results, and your results, in turn, will reshape your thoughts and beliefs about yourself.


Just as I do with all my clients, I’ll be guiding you throughout this book to take specific actions and do things in a specific way that will lead to remarkable results. So, when (not if) you read about something here that makes you roll your eyes because you think it’s too simple or obvious, or annoying, or is too “out there” or “I already know that,” please don’t dismiss it. Every client we’ve ever had has argued with their coach at some point about why something we ask them to try definitely won’t work, or won’t make a difference, or is way too basic for them—until they actually do it every day for a week, and then they (usually) change their tune.


The information and techniques I’ll be sharing in these pages have been changing lives for decades, and the only way you’ll ever know what works, especially what will work for YOU, is when you incorporate it into your actual day-to-day life. If you practice just a few of the tips you learn in this book, I’m convinced your life will become much easier and more fulfilling. I believe that deeply. After all, that’s why I wrote this book for you.


What You’ll Discover


You’ll uncover a new understanding of ADHD and gain much deeper insight into yourself, all while gaining countless strategies that not only simplify your daily life but help you thrive in ways you never thought possible.


Here’s how we’ll progress:




	
Part 1: The WHAT—A short and sweet overview of ADHD essentials.


	
Part 2: The WHY—Insight into the source of many of your persistent personality “quirks,” your ever-changing emotions, and why you do the things you do that don’t ever work for you.


	
Part 3: The TOOLS—Easy and proven strategies, exercises, and tools that will ensure you manage your ADHD effectively in a way that works for you and your life.


	
Part 4: What’s NEXT—Strengthening your confidence, self-esteem, and self-trust, to bring your unique brilliance and awesomeness to the world!





What You’ll Need


Besides an open mind, I suggest having a notebook with you to use frequently as you go through this book. It will be a place to do the exercises, record your answers and responses, and keep track of what you learn and the skills you are acquiring. As you’ll discover, it can be very helpful to write down information rather than just adding yet one more thought onto an already overflowing pile of ideas you won’t remember later. Also, when you physically write things down, rather than typing on a keyboard or on your phone, it forces your brain to slow down and you can retain that information better.


So, in case you forget, go get a notebook and pen now. I’ll wait for you here.


What You’ll Do


In addition to uncovering brand-new insights about yourself throughout this book, Parts 3 and 4 provide powerful techniques and strategies for you to apply in your own life! These will be marked with this “For-YOU-To-Do” icon: [image: ].


At the end of each chapter in part 3, you’ll find the One Focus exercise—a signature process of our coaching program. By practicing one small habit-changing technique or behavior every day for a week, you can begin to reinforce a concept that you learn in each chapter until it becomes something that you can incorporate into your life for good. You can write down your One Focus in your notebook, or post it where you’ll see it every day, so that you’ll remember to do it all week.


What You’ll Get


I promise you are going to read some things here that you won’t find in your average get-organized, manage-your-time-better-for-people-with-ADHD book. You are going to learn the counterpoint to what most people say (and you may have come to believe) about ADHD and learn how people with ADHD (yes, including you) can absolutely focus, pay attention, manage their emotions, be productive, be organized, and follow through on just about anything!


You’ll understand that you are not broken. You are not your ADHD. You have just been trying to work inside a system that wasn’t built for your brain. You’ll get all this and much more. So let’s get started!










PART I





Your Brain on ADHD
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Your Brain Isn’t Broken, Just Different!


You may have already been diagnosed with ADHD, or you may think you have ADHD, but in either case, you have likely been dealing with overwhelm, distraction, discontent, inner restlessness, procrastination, forgetfulness, impulsivity, and more for some time now. Although you know you’re a pretty quick thinker—and maybe even smarter than most—you may also feel frustrated, internally restless, and unable to achieve what you most want in your life. You may have wondered, Why can’t I do things like everyone else? or What the #!*%! is wrong with me? You may have spent a lifetime asking yourself these questions and possibly didn’t suspect you had ADHD until you were an adult. For most of your life, you may have heard family, friends, teachers, and bosses (basically, the more important people in your world) exclaim, “Why can’t you just . . . !?” You heard this line so often that it became a chorus installed on repeat, now living rent-free in your head! Well, the reason you “can’t just . . .” is that your brain works a bit differently from a “neurotypical” brain (whatever “typical” means).


There are a lot of different theories about ADHD, and you can go down a deep rabbit hole on the internet looking into it if you’d like, but the first thing to know about ADHD is that it is real. If you have it, you were born with it. You don’t get it from eating sugary cereal loaded with red dye, cell phone radiation, childhood trauma, or having too much screen time as a kid. Yes, screen time, radiation, food additives, trauma, and many other factors can contribute to exacerbating, and mimicking, ADHD symptoms; however, they are not the cause of ADHD. The symptoms we associate with ADHD occur because of how our brains are wired.


Just like you don’t need to know how an internal combustion engine operates to drive a car, you don’t need to know all the scientific ins and outs to get insight into your ADHD. Many of our clients, especially those who are doctors, already know a tremendous amount about the human brain, but that knowledge hasn’t ever helped them make changes in their everyday lives. Which is why this isn’t a book about science or the biochemistry of the ADHD brain. That said, knowing a few key bits of information can help you better understand why you think the way you think, feel the way you feel, and do things the way you do them. So here are some basics.




KEY POINT #1: ADHD is real (I know I said it before, but it bears repeating), and it’s a lifelong condition that can affect anyone. It’s also highly genetic, so you can blame your parents! (Not really. Well, okay, maybe a bit.) So, if you have ADHD, or think you might, there is a strong possibility that someone closely related to you has it, too.


KEY POINT #2: ADHD is a disorder of regulating attention and emotion, and the challenges associated with it are due to biochemical differences in how your brain functions. Organization, information processing, focus, as well as impulse control, self-soothing, and moderating difficult emotions are very challenging for adults with ADHD.


KEY POINT #3: You are not your brain. Well, maybe you are; it’s debatable. That said, it’s certain that you are definitely not your ADHD. You are so much more! Understanding a bit about your brain will allow you to use its incredible power to become more of who you want to be with the freedom to accomplish what’s most important to you.





I’m going to dig a little deeper for a minute into how the ADHD brain works. Feel free to stick around for some nontechnical science or, if you’d rather not, skip ahead a few pages to where it says, “Official End to Brain Science Info” and I’ll meet you there!


ADHD AND YOUR BRAIN


There are a lot of theories about ADHD, and no one is 100 percent certain how and why it occurs. It is still the subject of ongoing research, and over the past few decades, there have been several ways of describing and identifying it. Although conditions similar to what we now call ADHD have been described since 1798, ADHD was only first recognized diagnostically by the American Psychiatric Association in the 1968 publication of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, second edition (DSM-II). At the time, it was thought to be a condition of young children—primarily boys—and was initially called “Hyperkinetic Reaction of Childhood.” The perception has evolved from being a disorder of excessive motor activity to that of attention deficit (with and without hyperactivity) and now is known as ADHD with three main subtypes.1




	
ADHD—predominantly hyperactive impulsive: This type is much more noticeable and disruptive to others because it shows up physically. Behaviors can easily be seen and heard, such as difficulty sitting still, constant fidgeting, talking nonstop, being loud and disruptive, interrupting, calling out of turn, and being physically restless and often in motion.


	
ADHD-I—predominantly inattentive: This is a much quieter form of ADHD, as the hyperactive component exists almost entirely internally. Someone with ADHD-I can be extremely forgetful and have trouble listening and following directions. They can get totally lost in their thoughts, often daydreaming, worrying, ruminating, being indecisive, and overanalyzing absolutely everything. They can become consumed for hours in their own ever-changing and entertaining ideas and totally lose contact with what is happening around them.


	
ADHD-COMBINED—symptoms of both inattention and hyperactivity-impulsivity: With this form of ADHD, the person can have hyperactivity and inattention; impulsiveness and distractibility.





It was originally thought that kids “outgrew” their ADHD, and it’s only recently that ADHD was recognized as a problem that persists into and throughout adulthood. There’s also been a closer look at ADHD in different populations, and most recently in different genders—it generally shows up as inattention in women and visible hyperactivity in men. The word generally can’t be overstated here, as there are plenty of women (including me) who also have the visibly hyperactive component.


Thankfully, we now have a consensus that ADHD is caused by differences in brain biochemistry. Here’s how that works:


Norepinephrine / Dopamine Uptake: Norepinephrine is a neurotransmitter that is connected to stress and the fight-or-flight response. Dopamine is another neurotransmitter that is linked to motivation, the ability to take action in order to achieve specific results, emotional regulation, and more. When you have ADHD, your brain doesn’t use these neurotransmitters as effectively as it could, either because you are producing less of the neurotransmitter, resulting in a deficiency, or because the neurotransmitters are available but the receptors for them are blocked so less of the neurotransmitter enters your brain. When you have ADHD, these lower levels of norepinephrine and dopamine affect various regions of your brain that govern the way you behave. Let’s take a closer look:


Limbic System: The limbic system is located deep in the middle of your brain with the primary job of regulating your emotions and your behaviors. It is one of the oldest and most primitive brain structures, dating back to the early evolution of mammals. It plays a big role in your fight-or-flight responses, your memory, and attaching emotional content to your memories. So you can imagine the results when there’s a lag in this brain region. When the emotional part of the brain is unregulated, you can experience low frustration tolerance, heightened aggression, impatience, and raw or unmoderated emotions.


Basal Ganglia: The basal ganglia comprise a group of nuclei located deep within your brain that play a role in cognition, motivation behavior, and emotional processing. It’s like Grand Central Station, where neural circuits serve as the control center for all information entering your brain and send the information to the exact locations in your brain that need it. Issues here can cause the information entering the brain to be misdirected, so you can have that panicky lost feeling of “What the heck am I supposed to do?” or being pulled in different directions by disjointed emotions. Any challenges or deficiencies in this region can result in inattention, distractibility, or impulsivity.


Prefrontal Cortex: Located right behind your forehead, the prefrontal cortex is responsible for executive function and cognitive skills like prioritization, holding attention, and organizational skills. One of its main jobs is to act as a filter or gatekeeper. It assesses the significance of situations, calculates the costs of your reactions, and ideally holds your impulsive actions at bay. When there are issues in this area and your gatekeeper is “off duty,” it is very difficult to filter and prioritize what’s coming into your brain. All information, worries, and decisions seem to have the exact same level of importance and are all lumped together in one big holding area instead of being filed away in nicely organized compartments, and every waking moment of your life can feel like “everything all at once right now!”


Official End to Brain Science Info


My point in talking about this is to emphasize that your brain is wired differently in a way that contributes to you being the amazing, dynamic, creative, yet potentially stressed-out, frustrated, and overwhelmed person you are. But that’s not all. In my experience, there are three specific fundamental challenges that most women with ADHD share, yet often don’t understand or aren’t even aware of. So let’s look at these next.
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The Three Most Important Things That You and Everyone Who Knows You Must Understand About ADHD


After more than twenty years of speaking one-on-one with thousands of women with ADHD across all ages, cultures, countries, economic situations, careers, and so on, I’ve found that three core characteristics are the source of our most problematic ADHD behaviors. Once you and everyone who cares about you understand what these “Big Three” are, your behaviors will (finally!) make sense!


#1: Our Unconscious Need to Create Stimulus


When your brain doesn’t receive enough stimulation due to a deficiency of neurotransmitters, it looks for a workaround, manufacturing that stimulation in other ways. In addition to ADHD medications, the majority of which are stimulants, many of us unconsciously seek out and create stimuli in our everyday moments and naturally gravitate toward what feels the most captivating—even if we know it’s not in our best interest.




Many of us unconsciously seek out and create stimuli in our everyday moments.





Maybe you have found yourself waiting until the last minute, jumping from one thing to the next and not following through on anything, or being oppositional or argumentative with people especially (ironically) when things get “too” comfortable. Perhaps you become fully immersed in “feels interesting right now” distractions like social media, or unconsciously creating drama and upheaval in your career, your family, your relationships, or anything else you can name! It’s all part of your incredible brain’s attempt to keep itself engaged. The problem is that a lot of the stimulus you seek ends up working against you and gets in the way of achieving what you want. We’ll be getting into this in much more detail in part 2, and you may be surprised to find that some of your more notable character traits and behaviors come directly from this need!


#2: Difficulty Compartmentalizing


Your incredible brain has a very difficult time focusing on one thing at a time, or keeping one thought separate from another. Imagine that a thought about a situation can be squished up and tightly contained into a space the size of a golf ball. That’s how most neurotypical people would handle a thought. For us ADHDers, it’s very different because the thought cannot be contained. In fact, that same thought is more like a liquid without a container, and it spills and leaks and becomes absorbed by everything around it. Even when you believe your thoughts or emotions are somewhat contained, in the middle of a random moment, you notice them slowly seeping into whatever you are doing and thinking about, demanding you pay attention to them immediately before they cause collateral damage! When there’s no containment for your thoughts and emotions, everything seems and feels all-encompassing, all the time. I call this “the ADHD Brain’s Inability to Compartmentalize,” and it impacts almost everything you do! It’s never just about not being able to prioritize your thoughts or to-do list or getting that project done on time. Your all-encompassing “everything all at once right now” reality impacts your relationship with time, with life, with others, and most importantly, with yourself.




When there’s no containment for your thoughts and emotions, everything seems and feels all-encompassing, all the time. I call this “the ADHD Brain’s Inability to Compartmentalize,” and it impacts almost everything you do.





#3: Flooded by Overwhelm


One major outcome of having a brain that has difficulty compartmentalizing is overwhelm. It’s such a common challenge that “Overwhelmed All the Time” could be the official tagline for ADHD because so many of our ADHD traits and behaviors can be traced back to being overwhelmed or trying to escape the clutches of overwhelm!


The experience of having so many things going on in your mind at the same time can make you feel metaphorically paralyzed. Every thought in your head takes up the exact same amount of space with equal importance and becomes one gigantic thing whirled together, impossible to separate, until you become flooded. Flooded with feelings, flooded with thoughts, and flooded with possibilities, which could describe the inner experience of almost every woman with ADHD.




“Overwhelmed All the Time” could be the official tagline for ADHD.





This state of overwhelm makes it difficult to start things, move forward, be present with others, or even think straight, and is often the underlying source of our most common ADHD symptoms like procrastination, disorganization, distraction, impulsivity, time blindness, and indecision.


WHAT WORKS FOR OTHERS WON’T WORK FOR YOU


I’ve had so many people tell me that they legitimately think there’s something “wrong” with them because they’ve been trying to manage their time, be more productive, get organized, and be less overwhelmed in the same way that their friends and most neurotypical people do, and it hasn’t worked! But insisting on doing things the exact same way everyone else does when you are not wired like everyone else will leave you frustrated and annoyed for the rest of your life! And you deserve much better.


Think of it this way: Most people who have very curly hair know they need to use a different brush (or not use one at all), hair cleansers, conditioners, and styling products (even pillowcases!) than their straight-haired friends do. They’re not “broken” or “wrong” for having curly hair, and except for the extra hair-care time, it is really not a major concern. Even if they once found their hair impossible to deal with, once they know what to do differently, it gets easier and looks amazing!




Insisting on doing things the exact same way everyone else does when you are not wired like everyone else will leave you frustrated and annoyed for the rest of your life! And you deserve much better.





Trying to manage your ADHD symptoms with the same tools that are suited to someone who is neurotypical just won’t work. You know you need to send that email, write that paper, pay those bills, feel and show gratitude for the good things in your life, stop working by 5:30 p.m. to be on time for dinner, do your laundry, eat more protein and less sugar, get out of bed when the alarm rings, or leave for work on time. And although these things seem simple (we all know how to get out of bed!), you need to go from knowing what to do to actually doing things differently. In this book, you’ll learn how to take action on the things you most want to do in a way that works for your amazing ADHD brain. But before we get to that, let’s clarify one important thing. Because society as a whole has become so unbelievably loud with nonstop stimuli and distractions, it makes it nearly impossible for anyone to be totally present and focused. So how do you even know, for sure, if you actually have ADHD?
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Is It Really ADHD?


Getting a Diagnosis




In my early thirties, I ended up in a situation that traumatized me for years. My life had suddenly flipped upside down and fallen apart so disastrously that it was unrecognizable. At one point I had to temporarily move back home with my parents because I had nowhere else to go—so I wasn’t exactly feeling my “best.” When I was visiting with a friend, his dad (who happened to be a psychiatrist) overheard me talking about what was going on in my life and how I was feeling about it. He straight out asked if I had been diagnosed with ADHD. I thought that was a bit odd because at the time I thought only kids had ADHD.


He got me an appointment with a colleague, who administered a self-assessment questionnaire and, based on how I responded that day, diagnosed me with depression. This didn’t make sense to me, because although my life seemed incredibly depressing at that moment, it wasn’t always like that. I honestly didn’t feel depressed. She then prescribed an antidepressant, which actually did make me feel depressed, so I stopped taking it almost immediately.


I asked my friend’s dad if there was another option, and this time, he sent me to an ADHD specialist. This doctor didn’t just want to know how I was feeling at the time; he wanted to dig into my entire life, and asked me to bring my childhood report cards to the assessment. Luckily, my mom still had them—all the way back to kindergarten (wow, go Mom!). I never realized this while growing up, but every year from kindergarten to high school, my teachers wrote comments about my not paying attention, talking out of turn, being forgetful, “daydreaming the days away,” and only tuning in if I knew there was an upcoming test. The doctor gave me not one but three different diagnostic tests, talked to me about my past jobs and relationships, and essentially investigated how I had lived throughout my entire life. He was looking at the movie and not just a snapshot, and eventually, he diagnosed me with severe ADHD. He actually told me that I was the “poster child for extreme ADHD.”





Everything Made Sense




As soon as he said it, I almost wanted to cry from relief. I literally got goose bumps over my whole body—it felt so true. Everything, I mean everything, in my life, my work, my need to always be in motion, going from relationship to relationship, place to place, idea to idea, now, finally, all made sense! And now that I knew what was going on, I could hopefully figure out how to fix it!





Just about every person on the planet feels overwhelmed, inattentive, impulsive, unproductive, disorganized, restless, or exhibits other common ADHD traits at some point, but that doesn’t mean that they have ADHD. If you’ve exhibited symptoms or behaviors of ADHD consistently throughout your entire life, and not just in the past few years in response to major life stressors or external events when life feels distracting for everyone, then it’s possible that you’re dealing with ADHD.


Some of the challenges in identifying ADHD are similar to other mental health differences and lie in the fact that there is no widely used physical test, blood test, X-ray, or MRI that can definitively diagnose ADHD. The only way to know if you have it is through undergoing a detailed evaluation, which is typically done by a health care provider. Because the testing is generally based on psychological self-evaluation, and the answers to the questions can depend on how you happen to be feeling on that particular day, a definitive diagnosis can sometimes be difficult! Additionally, some doctors use qEEG brain mapping or brain SPECT scans to identify ADHD; however, there still isn’t a consensus in the medical community on their use as a diagnostic tool.


To make things even murkier, ADHD varies from person to person, and your exact ADHD symptoms aren’t going to be the same as your best friend’s or your ex’s. For example, some people with ADHD are extremely successful in their careers, but their personal lives are a disaster. Or they are super organized at home and able to stay on top of everything for their family members, but at their job, they’re all over the place. Some of us may be unable to focus unless simultaneously listening to music while others need complete silence to concentrate. Some are excessively emotional; others have a hard time feeling and connecting to their emotions at all. Ultimately, those with ADHD exhibit a range of traits that are connected to self-regulation of attention, actions, and emotions.


It’s also important to know that just because you were not diagnosed with ADHD as a kid doesn’t mean you don’t have ADHD. Because the most common and difficult symptoms for women are often emotional, women who suffer from ADHD-related mood dysregulation were (and still are) frequently dismissed with “She’s just overly emotional” or “It must be that time of the month” instead of getting a proper evaluation or being taken seriously. This leads to many women with ADHD living their entire lives undiagnosed or being misdiagnosed with something else entirely!


MISDIAGNOSIS: ANXIETY AND DEPRESSION


Sometimes the symptoms of ADHD can overlap with the symptoms of other mood disorders. For many women, living with symptoms like emotional dysregulation, impulsivity, lack of confidence, and social challenges often can contribute to feelings of low self-worth and anxiety. Low self-esteem, occasional feelings of hopelessness, and oversensitivity related to ADHD can look like depression, even if you are not truly depressed! For those reasons, and because a woman with ADHD is more likely to be a daydreamer than a disrupter, many of us have been misdiagnosed with depression and anxiety. To complicate things further, many women actually do have comorbid anxiety, depression, or other conditions alongside their ADHD and live their entire lives never having the full picture of what is going on with them. Additionally, if you’re misdiagnosed then the medication you’re prescribed won’t help the way it should and you can feel even more discouraged and think that you will never find a solution for your situation. Once you know that you have ADHD, you can receive proper treatment, and everything can be managed simultaneously.




Women who suffer from ADHD-related mood dysregulation were (and still are) frequently dismissed with “She’s just overly emotional” or “It must be that time of the month” instead of getting a proper evaluation or being taken seriously. This leads to many women with ADHD living their entire lives undiagnosed or being misdiagnosed with something else entirely!





GETTING A CORRECT DIAGNOSIS AND FINDING A PRACTITIONER WHO GETS IT—AND YOU


It is important that you find a professional psychologist, psychiatrist, or physician who specializes in ADHD. A doctor will diagnose ADHD using the criteria in the DSM (the official manual of psychiatric conditions in the United States), which lists nine symptoms that suggest inattentive, and another nine symptoms for hyperactive/impulsive. You need to have five or six specific symptoms consistently throughout your life, and in different settings, for a diagnosis to be made.


Remember, there is not one single test or evaluation that will determine whether you definitively have ADHD. It can take a lot of digging into past school and other performance to get to a diagnosis. Even academic performance can sometimes be misleading. I know a college student who was discussing ADHD with her psychiatrist, and the psychiatrist asked about her grades. Her grades were excellent, so the doctor told her she probably doesn’t have ADHD. What he didn’t ask about was how much extra time, colossal effort, and all-nighters it took to overcome her disorganization and distraction to get those good grades. Subsequently, she worked with another psychiatrist, who went much deeper and properly diagnosed her with ADHD-I. Now, with a combination of medication, new skills, and strategies, she is able to get the same academic results without having to work so frustratingly long and hard.


Although it may be tempting (and quicker) to self-diagnose with online quizzes, the only thing that you can really learn from these is whether it might make sense to pursue an actual professional medical evaluation, which can take many hours. It may seem like a lot to go through, but for many women, being diagnosed with ADHD as an adult is an incredibly validating and empowering experience that brings a massive feeling of relief and realization of “finally my entire life makes sense!”


Regardless of what stage of life you’re in, whether you’re seventeen or eighty-seven years old, a correct diagnosis can be liberating, empowering, and, with the right help, completely life-changing.


But soon, you may wonder what’s next. What are you supposed to do now? It’s possible that the doctor who diagnosed you will also write you a prescription for ADHD medication, but just because you have a prescription in hand doesn’t mean all your problems are solved. This is only the beginning!
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ADHD Medication and Management


Pills Don’t Teach Skills


When used properly, medication can be an extremely helpful and sometimes necessary step to treating ADHD, but it won’t ever fix your ADHD, make it go away, or give you effective ways to manage your ADHD (at least not unless your prescription comes with a personal assistant). I’ve had many coaching clients over the years describe their medication as a lifesaving oxygen mask! Conversely, I’ve also had clients say they feel worse and have a hard time functioning when taking their ADHD medication.


Either way, medication alone usually isn’t the answer, but unfortunately, most newly diagnosed women get a prescription and nothing else. Many of our clients come to me after taking ADHD medication for years—decades even—yet they’re still desperately looking for help because they never learned the skills they need to move forward in their lives.


One of the benefits of ADHD medication is that it can really help you stay focused; however, it doesn’t help you stay focused on the “right” things. Which means you can take your medication and stay extremely focused on your social media feed for five hours straight (not that you would ever do that) when it only feels like twenty minutes.




Many of our clients come to me after taking ADHD medication for years—decades, even—yet they’re still desperately looking for help because they never learned the skills they need to move forward in their lives.





This helps explain why numerous studies show that the most effective treatment plan to manage ADHD is a multimodal approach combining medication with behavioral treatment to learn how to do things differently.


MEDICATIONS FOR ADHD


ADHD medications fall into two groups—stimulants and non-stimulants.


Stimulants


As you now know, your brain seeks out stimulus to compensate for lower dopamine and norepinephrine levels, so it’s no surprise that many ADHD medications are stimulant based to help people gain focus, be more attentive, reduce distractibility, and aid in impulse and emotional control. It may seem a bit counterintuitive to give someone who can be physically or emotionally hyperactive a stimulant, but these medications work because they increase dopamine and norepinephrine levels, giving the brain the stimulus it craves, and your brain no longer needs to seek out and create additional stimuli to feel good.


The most common side effects are decreased appetite and unhealthy sleep habits (like forgetting to eat, or not feeling tired and staying up past 2:00 a.m. most nights). This can become a bigger problem because physical hunger and mental fatigue can exacerbate all your ADHD symptoms. Just think about all the people you know who don’t have ADHD: when they’re sleep-deprived and haven’t eaten in a while, they’ll often feel distracted, impatient, forgetful, impulsive, and overwhelmed (typical ADHD symptoms)—so you can imagine the impact for a person who actually does have ADHD, who got only four hours of sleep last night and hasn’t eaten all day! If you are taking stimulant-based medications, you will need to find strategies to make sure you’re eating well and getting the amount of sleep that is optimal for you regardless of how tired or hungry you feel or don’t feel.


Non-Stimulants


Non-stimulants are commonly prescribed for those who are unable to take or have experienced negative side effects with stimulants, and they can also be prescribed in conjunction with a stimulant medication.




One of the benefits of ADHD medication is that it can really help people stay focused; however, it doesn’t help you stay focused on the “right” things.





People react differently to medications, so getting the right type of medication and the right dose for your specific brain and body can often be an exercise in trial and error, and you’ll need to be the one to update your physician on how well it’s working (or not) during your follow-up appointments. If your medication makes you feel like a jittery mess and unable to sleep, or alternately, if you don’t feel any effect at all after a week or two, you need to let them know. Or if you’re having terrible side effects, you may need a different medication altogether. Which is one (obvious) reason why you should get your prescription from your doctor and not your college roommate, best friend, or work colleague.


Less, But Better




When I was initially diagnosed with ADHD, my doctor gave me a prescription for what’s considered a “very low” adult dose of a common ADHD medication. I took it as prescribed for six days and honestly thought I was going to lose my mind! I couldn’t eat, sleep, or work. I was focused, though! I was incredibly focused on the most irrelevant things for hours on end and got absolutely nothing done. Even talking to people was difficult. My friends told me I seemed a bit “out of it,” and when I spoke, almost everything I said came out at the wrong time, sounding louder and more abrasive. I stopped taking that medication and never tried anything else for years. (I’m extremely sensitive to medications and normally don’t take anything, even for headaches.) So, when I was ready to try ADHD medication again, it turns out that I’m best with the smallest “pediatric” dose. My doctor didn’t even know such a small dose was available, but I asked about it, and it is, and it works perfectly for me.





So keep working with your doctor to find the medication and dosage that’s right for you.


What If I Don’t Take Medication?


There are many reasons you might not want or be able to take medication for your ADHD. You may hate the side effects or worry about long-term impact or dependency. You might be pregnant and taking a break from your medication. There may be logistical issues like a shortage, or these medications may not be available where you live. Your personal preference may be to follow a holistic route, or you may not be interested in taking this type of medication ever—period.


Whatever the reason, even without medication, your ADHD symptoms can be managed once you learn the right skills. About one-third of our ADHD coaching clients have never taken any ADHD medication at all and are able to accomplish what they want with the right help!
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