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This book was a labor of love and the culmination of many confusing years of navigating through ADHD. I was assured no one reads these, so I can be as nauseatingly earnest as I want:

Thank you for the faith that carried me through dark, weird times and gave me something to hold on to. Thank you to both of my families for being constant supports and especially to my two baby birds for shining so much light into my life. Thank you to my medical school coordinator, Gladys, for hugging me when I needed it most. Thank you to my entire Banner family for gluing back my pieces and making me a physician. Thank you to my social media community for building such a beautiful, inspiring virtual world and allowing me to be my true, authentic self. Thank you to Radhika for being Radhika. And thank you to Leah, who plucked me from obscurity and gave me the golden chance to write this book.

If I think about it too much, I will definitely start crying. So, just thank you from the bottom of my heart.






Preface

ADHD is a part of me. It is intrinsically woven into my DNA and is expressed in almost every facet of my life. My ADHD has grown with me and changed with new seasons in my life. It has made me realize that caring for myself and my well-being is inherently important and not something that I can push to the side or forget about. ADHD has challenged me but also propelled me to achieve things that I never thought were possible. And it is what led me to write this book.

My symptoms were first noticed in fourth grade in the form of a vivacious little girl who often had difficulty “settling down.” Even at that young age, I was acutely aware that I was capable of doing better but just didn’t know how. The teacher brought up these concerns to my parents. Days later, I was formally diagnosed with ADHD and started on medication. The difference was immediate. I sailed through school and began to truly enjoy learning. I knew that I wanted to go to medical school, but when I got there, I had to function independently without the support architecture that I had previously known. I felt disillusioned. My entire identity had been defined by academic success and that carefully cultivated image had shattered. It was then that I realized medication on its own wasn’t enough.

With a great deal of support, I was able to complete medical school and match into a psychiatry residency. That is where my journey changed. For the first time in my life, people wanted to talk about what was happening in my brain. In those safe surroundings, I realized that ADHD is not something to be fixed but rather is something to be managed. I had the time and the emotional space to distance myself from the chaos and slowly build organizational structures that suited my brain. I began trying self-care activities to build my focus, calm my emotions, and battle harmful thought patterns. I began to truly embrace my way of thinking differently and saw it for all its positive attributes rather than dwelling on the negative. It felt like a rebirth. With this new reframing and this deeper understanding of my own unique neural network, I felt like I could think more clearly, communicate more effectively, and remain present in the moment.

Since then, I have continued to rely heavily on those life-preserving self-care routines. ADHD doesn’t go away, but learning how to capitalize on your strengths and mitigate your weaknesses can help steer your ship to safe harbor. Self-care is not just a series of extravagances; it is also a form of being mindful of your individual needs so you can achieve a healthy, balanced, and happy life. Taking the time and effort toward self-nourishment continues to be the most healing journey of my life.

I am so grateful I was given this opportunity because I was able to write the guide that I wish someone had written for me. Self-care isn’t a dazzling epiphany or a single life hack. It is a series of small choices that can lead you to a better you. Let me show you how…






Introduction

Living with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) requires being mindful of things that other people take for granted every day. Tasks and actions that come effortlessly to some people may be difficult for a person with ADHD to achieve. As a result, people with ADHD must learn how to take care of themselves in ways that reward and nourish their brains instead of making them feel like they are being forced to conform through a neurotypical lens. That’s why, if you are coexisting with ADHD, it is especially important that you make time to care for yourself.

Developing healthy self-care practices is part of the behavioral management of ADHD. These practices allow you to meet daily life demands, participate more meaningfully, and remain in a healthy mental space. That’s where Self-Care for People with ADHD comes in. In this book, you will find over one hundred self-care activities that will empower, rejuvenate, and help you be at your best.

Self-care for people living with ADHD involves more than just the stereotypical acts of pampering—it is a cache of survival techniques that prevent you from burning out. These techniques need to be practiced and understood and applied because it takes discipline to take responsibility for your well-being.

Here are just some of the activities you’ll find in this book:


	Allow Yourself to De-Mask

	Recognize Your Triggers

	Learn How to Nourish Your Brain

	Understand and Recognize Hyperfocus

	
Identify Rejection Sensitivity

	Be Aware of Interrupting

	Push Aside Perfectionism



As a clinician with ADHD, believe me when I tell you that fostering a healthy relationship with your diagnosis is key to living a fulfilling life. People with ADHD are creative, bright, bubbly, and energetic, and they make up a vibrant community that you should take pride in. And if you suspect that you may have ADHD and find yourself saying, “Hey, that sounds like me” while reading this book, speak with your doctor to get the support you need.

Self-care starts with the belief that you are valuable. Let this book uplift, validate, and encourage you because you are valuable! So, get ready to experience the healing powers of self-care!






CHAPTER ONE Emotional Self-Care


People with ADHD need to be especially mindful of their emotional needs as they navigate through the journey of managing their symptoms. Due to emotional dysregulation, you struggle with feelings that seem bigger, more intense, and harder to control. You may be more easily impacted by other people’s emotional climates. You may also struggle with feelings of shame and guilt, as you have limited control over your responses to emotionally demanding situations. This is why self-care—the actions you take to connect with your emotions and process them in a healthy way—is so vital.

In this chapter, you will learn how to nurture your own emotional needs. The activities described here will allow you to learn more about the intricacies and subtle nuances of the ADHD brain and how to utilize them to tend to your emotional landscape. These simple and actionable practices are meant to be repeated as often as needed and incorporated into a routine as you progress forward. A few emotional self-care activities you will find in this chapter are reframing your idea of failure, challenging negative thoughts, celebrating small wins, and focusing on gratitude. Responding to your emotional needs may not come naturally at first, but it becomes easier and more fulfilling as you learn to integrate it into your life. By regularly engaging in emotional self-care and employing self-compassion, you can develop healthy coping mechanisms that greatly enhance your joy and sense of well-being.






Find What You Are Grateful For

Gratitude is the thankful appreciation for what you have and receive. It is a way of acknowledging the good in your life. Focusing on gratitude is a foolproof way to become more connected with positive emotions, to handle adversity, and to cultivate healthy relationships. Here are tips about practicing gratitude:


	
It’s not just for big things. Be mindful of and appreciative for any good thing—big or small—that happens. Gratitude teaches you to reframe the way you view things: exploring and appreciating the good instead of ignoring it and focusing on the bad.

	
Practice mindfulness. Learning to slow down your overactive, busy brain and really luxuriate in thinking about five to ten good things currently happening may help you become happier and experience deeper empathy. You can train your brain to be more conscious of things to be grateful about with repeated practice.

	
Help others. An awareness of where other people need aid coupled with the ability to help them can immediately boost your well-being, which intrinsically makes you more capable of feeling gratitude. It also serves as a good reminder to cherish what you often take for granted.



Gratitude seems like it should be second nature to us, but it is actually a carefully curated skill. The key is to set some time aside and practice (I do it right before bed as a way of recapping my day). Try to think about some things you are grateful for and start your gratitude practice today.






Challenge Negative Thoughts

Most people have an ongoing dialogue with themselves. Positive self-talk can improve your mood and confidence and enhance your productivity. Negative self-talk can do the opposite, and, when coupled with self-doubt inherently caused by ADHD, it can be challenging to reframe things in a realistic way.

Evolutionarily speaking, negative self-talk is a part of the human experience. We are hardwired with a negativity bias, which means our brains tell us we are more likely to experience negative versus positive stimuli. This is our mind’s way of protecting us from inherent threats. However, if left unchecked, negativity can be consuming.

Challenging negative thoughts is a disciplined practice of reframing your negative self-talk to create a positive shift in your mentality. Here are a few tips to challenge your indefatigable inner critic.


	
1. Become aware of negative self-talk. Understand what the thought is, when you are having it, and why it is happening. This can be the first step in halting this automatic spiral into the negative.

	
2. Dispute the thought. Think of hard evidence that disproves the thought you are having.

	
3. Prioritize effort over outcome. By shifting the emphasis on how hard you try to do something, you may be able to detach yourself from catastrophizing about competency or ability.

	
4. Be kind to yourself. Accepting that you are imperfect and still worthy of self-compassion is something we all could benefit from.








Allow Yourself to De-Mask

ADHD masking is when someone with ADHD presents in a way that makes them seem like they are not living with the disorder. This occurs in roughly a third of people with ADHD and disproportionately in women. Masking involves conscious and unconscious methods of camouflaging symptoms by mimicking behaviors of neurotypical people. People mask because it helps them to blend into society more seamlessly and bypass the stigma and judgment of their diagnosis.

ADHD masking is a way of hiding symptoms through learned behaviors. This can be normal and adaptive or unhealthy and limiting. Many people with ADHD have been forced to mask parts of themselves that society deems as unacceptable. This may be tenable for short periods, but, eventually, the weight of the mask becomes too heavy to bear.

Masking can lead to negative impacts like a delay in diagnosis, or people not validating your experience when you tell them you are struggling. In working so hard to mask, you may develop alternative coping skills that might lead you down the road to anxiety, depression, or substance abuse. Perhaps the most tragic consequence of masking is a loss of self. It may be hard to distinguish between what is you and what is the act you are putting on for other people.

But what can you do when masking becomes who you are? If you can identify when masking is taking place, you can start implementing new skills to cope, without having to create a more “acceptable” persona.

One of the first things to do is understand which of your masking behaviors are healthy (like finding an alternative way of fidgeting to be less obvious or mimicking other people’s facial expressions in a conversation) and which are detrimental (for example, allowing other people to talk in conversation versus never speaking for fear your opinion may differ from what it is “supposed” to be).

Secondly, process through your emotions instead of avoiding them. A skilled therapist can help you navigate these emotionally laden waters. Sometimes, just allowing yourself to feel what you are feeling rather than rushing to cover it up is a vital step.

Find and enjoy a safe place. If you have found that you are masking, build time into your day where you can be your genuine self. Eventually, the disparity between the real you and your mask will grow, and you will gain the comfort to start unmasking in other situations. You may find that when this happens, it feels as though a weight has been lifted, as there is a certain freedom in living authentically.






Notice Your Inner Experience

People with ADHD often have difficulty interpreting their own internal environment. They can inadequately process emotional data, especially when it is coupled with robust physiological responses (rapid heart rate, facial flushing, muscle tension). For neurotypical people, this is a concerted performance that delivers data to your brain to guide behavior. In neurodivergent brains, this may be a staggered, erratic process that leaves you trying to interpret physical symptoms without understanding the underlying emotional trigger.

Alternatively (and perhaps more infuriatingly), people with ADHD deal with difficulty naming the emotion because all we feel is a sense of urgency. That makes it hard to figure out the appropriate course of action, as we may not know if we are fulfilled or bored, frustrated or disappointed, angry or embarrassed. Emotion involves interpreting physiological signals (elevated heart rate, for example). However, we are susceptible to inherent biases that cause us to misread ambiguous signals as dangerous ones.

Misinterpreted emotional information is a difficult and draining part of the ADHD experience. Through heightened awareness and coping skills (and professional help, if available), it is possible to better understand your mental milieu. Working on this skill set leads to greater emotional resilience and better communication, and it can significantly improve the quality of your life. Learning how your brain works helps you steer your life toward optimal success.

Throughout this process, just remain mindful that you always were and always will be so much more than the areas where you struggle.






Don’t Dwell On Lost Time

One of the hardest things about being diagnosed later in life is the feeling that you have lost time. ADHD is commonly “skipped” or misdiagnosed because it is hard to diagnose intelligent adults who have developed coping skills to mask their deficits.

It can be hard to conceptualize the idea of missing a diagnosis when internally the struggle seems so apparent. However, maybe it’s not just a diagnostic error. Maybe some of the delay is because you were told your entire life that you weren’t living up to expectations, and now there is some trepidation about seeking treatment that validates that your brain is “broken.”

Maybe the deficit becomes so damaging that you finally take the first step. You work hard to advocate for yourself after years of failing to be heard. You get diagnosed, you get treated, and things finally feel like they should.

And now the grief sets in. Why didn’t I do this sooner? I wasted so much time before treatment! Imagine what life could have been like.

Don’t let yesterday’s grief make you miss today’s opportunity. Mourning the loss of time can be appropriate, but it often gets in the way of celebrating the opportunity of facing the world in a new way. It is entirely possible that in the time before adequately managing your ADHD, you were building coping skills that now you can utilize fully. It was not lost time; it was just a different time.






Write in a Journal

Journaling was something that I really enjoyed doing but had a lot of difficulty maintaining. I would get frustrated with myself for picking it up and giving it up so many times, especially when I felt like it was almost immediately beneficial every time.

So why is writing things in a journal such a helpful practice for those with ADHD?


	
1. It helps you slow down. Journaling allows you to decelerate enough to clear out and organize your brain. The ADHD brain works circularly when it is overstimulated. It just spins around wildly and very rarely lands on a solution. When you can write down your thoughts, fears, and concerns, you can process them in a more leisurely fashion. After rereading my entries, I almost always came to a conclusion about what I wrote down (I also write things down when I am upset with someone so I can organize my thoughts, so be concerned if you get a written letter from me).

	
2. It helps you recognize patterns. The other benefit is that journaling allows you to recognize your patterns, especially in the context of sequential entries. This is almost like witnessing your life from an external perspective because you have the benefit of looking at what you wrote as important, whereas you may forget those details as time progresses, which makes it hard to identify a pattern.

	
3. It helps you process through emotions more effectively. Due to the emotional dysregulation that happens with ADHD, it is common to have certain cognitive distortion about your experiences. Journaling is helpful because you can almost become an impartial party to what is going on, writing facts and then processing accordingly.



Just be mindful when you start your journaling to treat yourself with compassion. No one wants to reread a laundry list of their failures. This is a tool to encourage, inspire, and help you cope healthily with your steady flow of active thoughts. It’s okay to write about things that weren’t great, but this is not a medium for you to further drag yourself down with negative self-talk. Who is that helping?

By the way, if you look at a blank journal and freeze because it is almost too much commitment to put words into such a pristine, blank vessel, then find another way that works. It doesn’t have to be pen and paper. Hammer away on your laptop. Do digital voice recordings. Record a personal vlog or create a social media channel (not a public channel; do this just for you!). There are tons of ways to get benefit from this exercise. Don’t get tied up by the word “journaling”…it doesn’t actually have to be in a journal.






Listen to Music

I can tell you right now, I have never successfully mastered an instrument (in fourth grade, I got a reed of a clarinet stuck in my lip and have never ventured back), but I love music. Listening to music has been restorative, healing, and stabilizing for me. But why is music so helpful for ADHD brains?

The rhythm and tempo of music are thought to modulate some symptoms of inattentiveness. Learning to play an instrument can also help develop skills needed for attention regulation, impulse control, and forward decision-making. It may also enhance your ability to work in a noisy environment, which is useful for coping with distractions.

For some people, listening to music during task-oriented activities works well because it keeps you activated, focused, and less prone to distractions. Play around and explore different genres, as different types of music can evoke different emotional responses. An upbeat, catchy song can stimulate the brain and increase dopamine levels. A slowed-down ballad or instrumental interlude can calm and soothe you, bringing you out of an elevated state.

Another way music can be a wonderful tool in your self-care arsenal is to manage time blindness. Often it is easier and more enjoyable to build time perception by gauging progression through a song instead of a standard, under-stimulating clock. Cleaning, chores, and other relatively mindless tasks can be made more engaging and stimulating if you are participating alongside a soundtrack.






Reframe Your Views about Failure

There is nothing in life that I fear more than failure. From a young age, I was repeatedly told that I needed to avoid failure at all costs, yet I constantly felt the weight of ADHD slowly pushing me underwater. I felt every failure to be evidence of my incompetence and proof of my inabilities, and each one got inscribed into my nervous system for me to relive at any given moment.

But perhaps I was wrong. Maybe I just need to reframe this concept in my brain. But how? How do I take this belief, which seems so intrinsic to my being, and just “think” of it another way?


	
1. Let that fear motivate you. The fear of failure can keep you pushing forward. It can keep that active, engaged, creative mind thinking out of the box and achieving in the most unlikely of circumstances.

	
2. Don’t let it paralyze you. Your brain naturally rejects ambivalence. It does not want to constantly be stuck in “what if” patterns driven by fear. Fear of failure is natural, but don’t let it prevent you from taking those initial steps.

	
3. Learn from your failures. What did you do wrong? More importantly, what did you do right? The second time around, you will be better prepared to handle it differently.








Express Yourself Through Poetry

Poetry holds a very therapeutic role because you can process through a dense emotional cloud and use that to create something that expresses that turmoil through words. It can foster emotional expression so you can better understand your feelings. Through this expression, you are utilizing parts of your brain that help massage that emotion into something more supple and malleable.

Poetry has been an almost spiritual release for me. It has pulled me through some deep despair (and deeper healing), broken relationships, and confusing achievements. It even helped me process and understand my ADHD at a time when I was too scared to examine my internal environment. Rather than continue to tell you the benefits, I will just share this poem with you:


Love Story to the ADHD Brain

This is a love story to the chaos of the mind,

An ode to those that struggle and grind,

An explanation to voyagers who have grown weary,

Of trudging through fog, so dense and so dreary.

For those who feel mired in a tangled mess,

Forced to choose between order and happiness,

Foolishly labeled as lazy or thoughtless,

Held to standards of homes that are spotless.

Thoughts slip away like water through fingers,

Guilt and shame ensue and self-doubt lingers

Reinventing the process with hopes for a change,

Falling short yet again, target is never in range.

For those who feel destined to aimlessly drift,

Through tumultuous currents that widen the rift

Between who they are and who they could be

A contrast so glaring for all to now see.

Unraveling at the thought of a tedious task,

Petrified with fear of lowering their mask,

And allowing people to witness the state of their being,

Anticipating the rejection when people start seeing.

Putting on a cloak to hide what’s inside,

Dreams of authenticity roll away with the tide,

A brilliant impostor, an elaborate swindle,

Pushed to pretend, the real self starts to dwindle.

And sometimes in these darkest times,

We lean on stories, dreams, and rhymes,

To give us hope, to feel understood and heard,

To validate emotion through written word.

For the people who have continued to push upstream,

And sacrificed for their chance at the dream,

The mind is not static: It changes and evolves.

Fueled by goodness, around which it revolves.

Continue to fearlessly move to whatever seems out of reach,

Be brave in your movements, your thoughts, your speech,

Breathe in the confidence with all you’ve been through

The mind is unique.

No one can do what you do.








Leave Behind the “Superpower” Rhetoric

“ADHD is my superpower” is truly something I never want to hear again. I understand the motivation behind reframing things into a positive light. And if that is what you truly believe, I applaud you. Honestly, I am even low-key jealous that you feel that way about your brain.

If given the choice of whether I want ADHD or not, ten out of ten times I would pick the latter. I do appreciate some positives of ADHD, but I dream of the simplicity of a life where my brain wasn’t moving ten thousand miles per hour all the time.

When people attempt to reframe this as a superpower, I find it to be toxic positivity. I feel like it minimizes the struggles of people who simply can’t reframe things due to the severity of their symptoms. I feel like it indicates that struggles will simply go away if you voluntarily think about them in a more positive way. I think we need to just be realistic about it.

Some days my brain is utterly amazing, but some days it is total garbage. Instead of telling myself that every day should be remarkable because I have this “superpower,” I look at the situation with an emotion-neutral observation: “This is how my brain is wired. It is neither good nor bad; it just is what it is. I don’t need it to function perfectly all the time, and I am grateful that I am able to do what I am doing today.”






Navigate Through Anxiety

So often people are scared to address ADHD because of underlying anxiety. And I get it; that’s scary. But sometimes people have anxiety due to their ADHD. I know for me, it presents as near panic when I get overwhelmed by things to do or overstimulated by chaotic places, or when I’m running behind. This is part of why it is important to get an appropriate and comprehensive diagnosis (if it’s accessible), because ADHD can be so nuanced and subtle and can look like a lot of different things.

The comorbidity (more than one medical condition existing simultaneously) of anxiety and ADHD is well documented, but it is hard to figure out if these are truly two separate conditions or if one is masking the other. One of the first questions in assessing anxiety and ADHD is: Is your anxiety caused by your inability to focus, or is your inability to focus caused by your anxiety? That provides more clarity on where the anxiety is coming from, but the sad truth is that a lot of people with ADHD have to deal with anxiety. There are times when my ADHD catapults me into an absolute frenzy. When that happens, it becomes nearly impossible to organize my thoughts enough to sort out what I truly need to be anxious about, so I get anxious about everything. Self-care activities like drinking enough water, reducing caffeine, and addressing medication (if appropriate) can help.
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