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PRAISE FOR ADHD IS AWESOME

“A hilarious and compassionate guide to rocking life with an ADHD brain. Packed with humor and genuine insights, it’s the rare self-help book you'll love reading all the way to the end.”

—Marcy Caldwell, PsyD

“Relentlessly upbeat, chock-full of wisdom, and eminently readable, ADHD Is Awesome clearly acknowledges the reality and challenges associated with this condition—but does so in ways that are practical, snappy, and often humorous. Featuring true-to-life examples, evidence-based treatments, meditation, a host of life hacks, and self-compassion, it will strike a major chord for all experiencing ADHD in themselves or family members.”

—Stephen P. Hinshaw, PhD

Distinguished professor of psychology, University of California Berkeley; author, Another Kind of Madness: A Journey Through the Stigma and Hope of Mental Illness

“Few books embrace the lived experience of someone with ADHD quite like ADHD Is Awesome. This heartfelt firsthand account of what it is like to live with ADHD (and a partner or child with ADHD) dispels widely held myths and conveys evidence-based information about ADHD with honesty, compassion, and (lots and lots of) humor. Filled with relatable anecdotes and fun graphics, this book is sure to keep the attention of those with ADHD. Importantly, this book is hopeful in suggesting skills and strategies for embracing your ADHD brain so you can survive and thrive with ADHD.”

—Andrea Chronis-Tuscano, PhD

Joel and Kim Feller Endowed Professor, University of Maryland; director, Maryland ADHD Program; president of the American Psychological Association Society for Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology

“Hilarious, smart, and oh so relatable! Penn takes us through his own lived experience of ADHD, helping the reader feel seen, supported, and celebrated. A must-read for anyone with ADHD and the ones who love them.”

—Emily W. King, PhD

Child psychologist
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To our daughter, Lola: Your work ethic and dedication to everything you approach inspire us. We strive to be more like you every single day.

To our son, Penn Charles: Your brain is more like your father’s than anyone’s we know. We can’t wait to see the great things your mind creates.
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/ˈôsəmm//

adjective

extremely impressive or daunting; inspiring great admiration, apprehension, or fear.
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FOREWORD

Around twenty years ago, I published Driven to Distraction with my friend Dr. John Ratey. When I wrote that book, my intention was to offer companionship and hope to the millions of people who, like me, live with ADHD and had been bombarded by nothing but doom and gloom from experts. Penn Holderness (of the internet’s The Holderness Family) was given a copy of Driven to Distraction by a well-meaning friend right around the time it was published, after he received his own ADHD diagnosis. He recently confessed to me that the book sat in the trunk of his car for a few months, and then, in classic ADHD fashion, he lost track of it for the next two decades. Now he has written his own book about ADHD.

In case you can’t tell from the title, ADHD Is Awesome is no doomsday dirge. Penn and his wife, Kim, welcome the reader to the world of ADHD in a way that is truly, well, welcoming. They are the best kind of experts. They have not studied ADHD; they have lived it. They know this condition from the inside out. They wrote this account out of a passionate desire for the rest of the world to understand what ADHD is and what it is not.

Starting with one of the best brief summaries of this widely misunderstood condition I’ve ever read (and I’ve read hundreds), Penn and Kim take you by the hand and walk you through the ins and outs and ups and downs of living with ADHD.

The Holdernesses clearly share the urge I, too, feel to get the word out to the millions of children and adults who are languishing, who could be thriving but instead are faltering, who could be starting new ventures or energizing old ones but instead feel downcast, dispirited, and defeated in a world that never has “gotten” them. These are people who can think up what hasn’t yet been thought; who can find a way out of seemingly dead-end traps; who can bring joy, zest, and laughter to even the most depressed; and who stand the best chance of coming up with surprising ideas that will help us save ourselves from ourselves. These people are you.

But before we can unlock our potential, we need to blow up the maddening ADHD myths holding us back and uncover the reality of life with ADHD. That is precisely what Penn and Kim have done in this book. It is curious, passionate, and funny without being dismissive. I can picture a person with ADHD who hates their life reading this book and coming out on the other side newly armed with understanding, forgiveness, and hope.

How we talk about ADHD shapes how we understand it. Penn carefully walks a line between sympathizing and cheerleading. This is the same line I’ve tried to walk in my career, including in my ongoing mission to dispense with the hideous, demeaning, and inaccurate term we’ve had to make do with for the past thirty years or so. The term ADHD, which stands for attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, gets one’s entire journey into the kingdom of this fascinating condition off on precisely the wrong foot. We do not suffer from a deficit of attention. Just the opposite. We have an abundance of attention! Our challenge is to control it. Once we do that, the sky is the limit in terms of what we can do in life.

(I prefer a different term, one that is accurate without overly pathologizing what is a potentially advantageous condition. I call it VAST or variable attention stimulus trait. This term casts it as a trait, not a pure disorder, and highlights three of its core elements: variability, the meandering of attention, and the search for high stimulation.)

Life with what I call VAST but others call ADHD and still others call a pain in the butt is never dull. We need to dispel stigma and move past the caricature to reveal what is in fact a complex, rich, and powerful way of being in the world.

Penn and Kim are passionate about this mission for the same reasons I am. We have seen what victory and glory, what salvation and success, what transformation of individuals and families result when people catch on to what this condition is really all about. ADHD Is Awesome is the perfect companion to accompany you on your ADHD/VAST journey. Just do me a favor and try to hold on to it!

Edward Hallowell, MD
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INTRODUCTION

Hi, friend. Welcome to the ADHD club.

You have joined a tribe of massively creative, fun-loving, funny innovators and nonlinear thinkers who aren’t easily discouraged. We’re often the life of the party and the first ones to take a risk. Yeah, we lose things—like, a lot of things—and we occasionally drive other people up a wall with our energy and interruptions. However, we are also some of the most curious, quick-thinking, shoot-for-the-stars types of people on the planet. We’re glad to have you on the team.

(And if you are reading this because someone you love has ADHD, a special welcome. Thanks for taking the time to learn more about us. That’s true love.)

It can be super annoying to live in a world that wasn’t really designed for us. Distractions hurtle at us like a hailstorm. Between video meetings, calendar reminders, social media notifications, and a steady stream of obligations and expectations, life can be overwhelming—especially for our ADHD brains. We live in a society that values multitasking, office work, and the ability to stick to a carefully planned schedule—all things that cause the ADHD brain to short out. It can feel blazingly unfair. If there were a switch we could flip to make everything and everyone ADHD-friendly, we would flip that baby in an instant. But until the world catches up with ADHD, we’re going to have to live in the world we’ve got.

[image: ]

I’m Penn Holderness, and I have ADHD.

I was diagnosed with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder more than twenty years ago, and my wife, Kim, has learned how to support me with grace and good humor while enjoying the ride of living with someone who is basically the human equivalent of a golden retriever (who occasionally forgets to put his mug under the coffeemaker in the morning). Kim and I are not doctors or clinicians, but we know intimately the frustrations and joys that come with ADHD. We don’t study ADHD. We live it. We live the hassle of keys locked in cars, schedules upended, and endless lost headphones. (Why do those things have to be so expensive?) We live a creative life, full of surprises—a life that doesn’t always go as planned.

I use my ADHD brain to create and produce videos that have generated over a billion views online. I once channeled the power of ADHD to help Kim and me win The Amazing Race. I somehow still remember the phone numbers of all the pizza delivery places I used to call in college. I also recently didn’t remember to turn off the stove in my kitchen, and I almost lost my dog, burned down the house, and put my neighbor in the emergency room (more on that story later). I am a living example of how ADHD can be great, but also how it can be downright terrifying.

[image: ]

My wife is the biggest reason my ADHD has largely enriched my life. You will hear from her quite a bit.

[image: ]
I’m Kim, Penn’s wife, and I do not have ADHD.




A NOTE FROM KIM

Hey, friends. If you’re reading this because you partner with or parent someone with ADHD, I’m sending you a big, awkward hug. One minute, Penn’s ADHD brain has me rolling on the floor with laughter, and the next, he’s locked himself out of the house. Again. It isn’t easy to be in our shoes, is it? Being the finders of keys and the rememberers (yes, rememberers is a word!) of all the things can be exhausting. But I’m here to remind you of all the uniquely awesome parts of our favorite people. We’ve got this.



Throughout the book, you’ll hear about my personal experiences dancing with ADHD and from Kim about what it’s like to live with and love someone with ADHD. Keep in mind that our experiences are just that: our experiences. Yours may look entirely different. One of the glories of ADHD is that its presentation is as unique as the people who have it.

Kim and I are lucky enough to be able to share our hard-won wisdom and funny videos about modern family life through The Holderness Family platforms. We also host a podcast where we talk through topics that matter to us, including ADHD. I’ve been moved to tears by the response to our ADHD-related content. We have had thousands of people message us to say “Me too!” in reply to our ADHD videos. It feels great when parents tell us they have shown our silly songs to their kids, saying, “See? It’s not all bad.” Because it’s not all bad.

I know enough to know what I don’t know, so in the process of writing this book, Kim and I have called in ADHD experts to contribute their expertise. We talked to doctors, psychologists, and coaches. All of them acknowledge that ADHD is a huge challenge, but they also emphasize how manageable the symptoms are and how much potential every person with ADHD has. This book takes a strengths-based approach (fun fact from my ADHD brain: strengths is one of the longest single-syllable words in the English language, second only to scraunched), and we are determined to help you become ADHD strong.

I know I have it easy compared to some. I’ve found a partner who supports me and a job that harmonizes with my brain. But ADHD is a spectrum disorder. For every person who has ten laughable SMH moments a day, there is someone who can’t hold a job or who feels like they cannot maintain a meaningful relationship because of their ADHD. For some people, ADHD can be a source of more than frustration; it can lead to self-criticism and deep emotional pain.





Scraunch means “make a crunching noise.” We thought we’d save you from having to look it up.






I love reading the comments and responses to the ADHD-related videos we make because so many people seem to enjoy them. But there are some comments that hit me in a different place: those comments from people who are clearly hurt by the suggestion that life with ADHD is anything to joke about. I want to own that. You’re right. My take on ADHD has been informed by my experience with it. My very lucky, very privileged experience with it. I don’t know what it’s like to feel that ADHD is an unbreakable curse. I’m not speaking here for all of ADHD-dom, only for myself. My hope is that you’ll find something to relate to here—even if it’s our shared tendency to leave our keys in the fridge. And if not, I get it. I’m pulling for you.

I want to say right up front that if you are struggling in a way that feels insurmountable, if you are having the deepest, darkest thoughts, please seek out a medical professional who can walk you toward a mentally healthy place.

WHAT TO EXPECT IN THIS BOOK

My goal as I wrote this book was to make sure that someone with ADHD would actually read it. So, don’t worry, you’re not in for page after page of jargon-filled text that only people who wear lab coats to work would get excited about.

You won’t find a laundry list of your shortcomings. You won’t find a checklist of the obstacles you’re going to have to overcome that make so many of the much-respected ADHD books on the shelves kind of a bummer to read. You will not find complicated explanations of neuroscience and detailed diet recommendations. What you will find is a generally positive approach and a snappy pace.

Novelty is essential to keeping the ADHD brain engaged, so this book has short sections full of useful information that you can implement right away. You will also find some fun extras to keep you from becoming bored. Get in, get out, move on. You can read it cover to cover or dip in and out as you please.



ROAD MAP FOR THIS BOOK


	Part 1: A crash course on ADHD—what it is and how it affects you.

	Part 2: Reputation damage control. Removing the stigma ADHD has unfairly carried and replacing it with a healthy appreciation of your amazing ADHD brain.

	Part 3: Strategies and techniques for surviving and thriving in daily life and over the long haul.





A HIDDEN DISORDER

One of the most frustrating things about attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is that it can hide in plain sight. If you’re not looking for a group of symptoms that come together to indicate a diagnosis, ADHD behaviors can easily blend into the background. There’s no wheelchair or hearing aid to signal to the world you have a brain difference. A lot of people with ADHD mask their difficulties using adaptive strategies, so to the average observer, they may not even appear to have ADHD. It’s a bum situation—the more successful you are, the harder it is for people to believe you have an actual disorder. They’ll look at you and wonder why you are not able to complete a seemingly simple task like filling out a form at the DMV.

On top of that, because ADHD ebbs and flows, it can look to the outside world as if the people who have it are simply not trying. Sometimes, we knock it out of the park. Other times, we can’t even get our jerseys on. This can be confounding for people observing ADHDers, because they see what we can do and then wonder why we don’t just, you know, do it. You didn’t forget to unload the dishes yesterday. How come you forgot today? But like people who have other types of neurodivergent brains—such as people with autism spectrum disorder or dyslexia—those of us with ADHD are not in control of how our brain differences manifest. It’s simply how we are wired. Unfortunately, much of the world doesn’t recognize that, and this lack of understanding can make people with ADHD feel . . . well, bad.

[image: ]

I call BS on that. You are not hidden to me. I see you. I feel you. And I have a very different idea about what it means to have ADHD.

AWESOME? WHAT DO YOU MEAN “AWESOME”?

Whether you are newly diagnosed or you’ve long identified as a member of the ADHD club, I want you to know having a neurodivergent brain is awesome. Before you jump down my throat to tell me all the ways ADHD is decidedly not awesome, hear me out, because when I say “ADHD is awesome,” I mean awesome in all senses of the word.

Have you ever actually looked up the definition of awesome? My eleventh-grade English teacher told me I should never, ever, ever begin a report with “The dictionary defines . . .” I’m sorry, Mrs. Findlen, but this is the perfect place for a dictionary definition.







awe·some1

/ˈôsəm/

adjective

causing or inducing awe; inspiring an overwhelming feeling of reverence, admiration, or fear








That’s exactly what I mean when I say ADHD is awesome. ADHD can be great, inspiring, incredible, eye-opening, marvelous, wondrous, staggering, and many other positive things. But I can’t just blast you in the face with a fire hose of positive thinking. Awesome2 can also mean hard to comprehend, overwhelming, challenging, or daunting. If you find ADHD scary, I’m with you. Totally. It can be overwhelming. Definitely. But can it also be awe-inspiring? Yep. When you think about everything a person with ADHD manages in a single day, absolutely. Both things are true. We have challenges, but for every challenge, there is an upside. So here’s the deal: I’m going to share the good parts of having ADHD and try to find a way to laugh about the bad parts.

You’re still going to leave your phone at the restaurant. You’re still going to realize mid-conversation that you have no idea what your friend is talking about because you’ve been wondering why certain British people never sound British when they sing. You’re still going to find your socks in the refrigerator.

But you’ll also be armed with the knowledge that different does not mean dysfunctional. The same brain that gets restless and easily bored allows you to make rapid-fire connections, think creatively, innovate, and entertain. When life throws a lot at you, you’ll be equipped with the tools to make your way through.

Considering how many of us have ADHD, it’s shocking how poorly understood the condition is. Some people might think you’re lazy or rude, but those of us with ADHD know better.

Your brain is not broken. You are not a space cadet, a disaster, or a hot mess of any sort. You’ve got ADHD. That makes you awesome.



A Note from People Who Have ADHD to People Who Don’t Have ADHD

Dear Everybody Who Doesn’t Have ADHD:

First of all, thanks for reading this book. The very fact that you picked it up means you care enough about someone with ADHD to learn more about what it’s like for them to go through life with an ADHD brain. We appreciate the effort. We know it’s not always easy to understand what we’re going through. Our behavior can be a head-scratcher if you don’t share our wiring. Whether it’s your child, your partner, your sister, or your roommate, you have probably looked at them and said, “Man, what is it like to be in your head?” We hope reading this book (and this letter) will give you some hint of the ADHD experience.

To kick things off, here are a few things those of us with ADHD wish those of you who don’t have ADHD could know:


	We love you—even if it may not always look that way to you. The way we ADHD types show our love may not always look how you would have drawn it up, or the way it is portrayed on TV or in the movies. We might not always remember to do the things you ask us to do. Like, if you ask us to bring your book with us when we come downstairs, we might agree to do it, having every intention of doing so, and then just 100 percent forget. We might not lock eyes with you for a two-hour-long feelings convo about how hurtful it is when we fail to do a simple thing like bring your book downstairs. But we really do love and care about you, and we care about what you have to say. We are sometimes powerless in the face of the distractions that cross our minds. Even if we are aware of our tendency to wander off track during conversations, and even if we are working on it daily, it still happens. It is not because we don’t love you. It is just how our neurons fire.

	The easy things are sometimes the hardest things for us to do. We are great at working on things that are new, challenging, or of personal interest. (Hats off to Jessica McCabe, who described this holy trinity in her excellent “How to ADHD” videos.) But “working on” turning the lights off, closing the garage door, and remembering your birthday? We will go zero for three on those because our brains simply aren’t designed to dial in to everyday tasks the way a non-ADHD brain does. This might be frustrating for you, because it’s hard to fathom how we can lock ourselves in a room all day to paint a landscape or invest countless hours inventing an automatic bird feeder, but we can’t remember to clear our dishes from the table.

	We feel ashamed. When we forget our phones at home, leave the water running before we go out for a run, or miss an important appointment, we feel real shame, even if we laugh it off. Every time we mess up, it’s a reminder that we just aren’t as good at managing some aspects of day-to-day life as you are. We don’t mean to make your life harder. Honest. We know in our hearts our mistakes are not intentional, but it still feels bad to watch someone we love get annoyed about something we did.
As bestselling author and social scientist Brené Brown has taught us, guilt is feeling bad3 about something you’ve done, while shame is feeling bad about who you are. Shame doesn’t hit like a lightning bolt; it’s more like standing in quicksand and slowly sinking. When we first make a mistake, we get that panicked elevated heartbeat, as our brains try to figure out whether or not we can fix what went wrong. Either way, we relentlessly replay how we made the mistake to diagnose where things went off track—an endless loop of How could I have been so dumb/lazy/careless? What really sucks is when we realize we have no memory of how we made the mistake. We don’t know when or how we put your ChapStick in the spice cabinet. It’s like a blip in our memory because our brains were focusing on something else when our bodies were sliding the ChapStick between the cumin and the cinnamon. Inevitably, this is followed by embarrassment and a wave of terrible self-talk about why we are this way, how we are broken, and how we can’t be fixed. (Of course, this isn’t true, and that’s what this book is for!)


	We’ve got you. If you are ever feeling down or alone, we will be there for you. Your happiness is of personal interest to us, and finding a way to cheer you up is new and challenging. That’s a three out of three on the “Does this interest my ADHD brain?” quiz. We may not do a great job of listening to you if you’re telling us about your favorite podcast, but if you are low and struggling, we will be there for you. We may even be funny enough to get you to smile.

	We feel accompanied when you lend us a helping hand. We would love to have you as allies in our daily struggles. Once you understand what’s going on in our noggins, you may be able to help by offering grace and forgiveness, which goes a long way in preventing stress from mounting, which helps our symptoms not to flare up and engulf us in a fiery ball of aggravation. Win-win! If you’re up for it, you can also talk to us about ways to help manage things that are difficult for us. A little secret: We don’t like making mistakes. What’s more, we don’t like having to use ADHD as an excuse when we do. Every time we blame our ADHD, we are probably doing it so we don’t have to dwell on our mistakes. But we do want to try to improve. We don’t always know how, but we are willing to learn. If you can lend a hand with a good attitude or a gentle reminder, we will be eternally grateful. We also see how much work and energy it takes for you to do so. We know ADHD is not a hall pass for bad behavior or an excuse to ask you to find our missing library book. But we really, really appreciate it when you walk beside us in our ADHD journey.

	You can be an anti-“othering” crusader. If you’re ever in a situation where someone is talking smack on someone with ADHD, giving them a hard time for one of their symptoms or teasing them for being different, feel free to drop some knowledge and educate the speaker (kindly and respectfully, of course) to let them know we’re not trying to be jerks. We just have neurodivergent brains. The more we can all do to help people get that everyone’s brain is different, the better. Every incremental increase of understanding makes the world a friendlier place for those of us with ADHD and other forms of neurodivergence.



Thank you for reading. Someone out there is going to have a better day—and maybe even better self-esteem—because you did.

Sincerely,

Penn Holderness






PART 1

GETTING TO KNOW ADHD

You are not alone, friend. It might feel like you are the only person on earth whose brain functions like yours, but there are millions of people just like you who share the same wiring. We walk the streets like the X-Men, hidden among the general population, sharing a secret kinship and incredible superpowers. But in a world that values conformity and frictionless interactions, our very frictionful (yeah, we know that’s not a word, but we will be inventing a few in this book) challenges can make us feel like freaks—or at the very least, like a bundle of frustration.

Human beings are wary of things we don’t understand. Part of the reason many of us with ADHD don’t sit comfortably with our identity is because we don’t fully understand the ins and outs of having ADHD. Our fear of the unknown—What is going on with me? Why does everything seem harder for me than it does for everyone else?—can get in the way of our ability to unlock our potential. Everything seems scarier in the abstract. The more you can demystify what goes on in the black box of your mind, the better equipped you’ll be to work with your ADHD instead of against it.

The first part of this book aims to do just that: demystify the mystifying. I’ll give you the thirty-thousand-foot view of ADHD—who has it, how it gets diagnosed, how it manifests, and what goes on at the neurological level—to help you understand what the heck is going on in that fascinating, bulbous organ called your brain.





Give yourself some extra time to read this next chapter. It’s a little complicated but really important.

—Penn









CHAPTER 1

ADHD 101

Real quick, here’s a list of things ADHD is not: a character flaw, a shortcoming, a choice. It’s not a referendum on your parents for failing to instill discipline in you or for not paying enough attention to you as a child. It’s not a fad, a trend, fake news, a clever ploy by big pharma to make a killing selling unnecessary medications, or a scare tactic to drive up television ratings. It’s not a ginned-up excuse to get special treatment at school or at work. It’s not a pass to behave however we want because, you know, ADHD. It’s certainly not a badge of shame, even though—get this!—ADHD has had a long history of very shameful names.

So what is it anyway? Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder is a chronic but manageable neurodevelopmental disorder that affects the development and function of your brain. Your brain differences can result in three main categories of symptoms: inattention, impulsivity, and hyperactivity.

A typical person with ADHD will have challenges with listening, completing tasks, and keeping track of time (and possessions). They’ll be restless, always “on the go,” talkative, and impatient. Symptoms usually show up when you’re a kid, and they can stick around into adulthood. Annoyingly, for those of us with ADHD, these symptoms can look a lot like poor behavior, bad manners, or flat-out refusal to play by the rules. But in people with ADHD, they are not voluntary behaviors; they are involuntary symptoms dictated by neurochemistry. To repeat, ADHD symptoms are not choices—they are neurologically determined.

ADHD SYMPTOMS1









	What Our Symptoms Look Like

	What They Really Are




	Impulsiveness

	Involuntary actions due to brain chemistry




	Disorganization

	Problems with prioritizing




	Poor time management

	Problems with focusing




	Trouble multitasking

	Restlessness




	Poor planning

	Low frustration tolerance








Despite the diagnosis’s (terrible) name, having ADHD does not mean you are incapable of paying attention or can’t sit still (though either or both may describe you at times). In fact, if you have ADHD, you may be better at focusing than your neurotypical friends, as long as you’re actually interested in what you’re doing.

The newest science describes ADHD as a disorder that affects your ability to self-regulate—whether it’s staying in your chair or waiting until someone else has finished talking before sharing the interesting fact you just learned about blue whales. (Some of their blood vessels are so wide a human could fit through them!)

With ADHD, every day is an adventure. Sometimes you need to find a way to rein in your wild imagination, but sometimes that imagination solves a problem and saves the day. Because ADHD is a spectrum disorder, your symptoms might vary quite a bit from your ADHD neighbor’s—and they might vary quite a bit day to day. You’ll have days (or maybe just hours or minutes) that aren’t especially intense ADHD-wise, where symptoms are at a low hum, but when you encounter a stressful or overstimulating environment, symptoms can kick up to a deafening roar.


If you didn’t really pay attention to that last paragraph because you are still thinking about swimming through a whale’s blood vessel, that’s okay. Go back and read the paragraph again. It will help you understand why you didn’t pay attention to that last paragraph. (But yeah: A blue whale’s heart can be five feet long2 and five feet tall, if you’re wondering.)



Yes, ADHD is a chronic disorder that can cause chronic disorder (see what I did there?), but getting a diagnosis is not the end of the universe. The symptoms of ADHD can be managed. Like high blood pressure, if ADHD goes unmanaged, it can be truly detrimental to your health (especially your mental health), but if you have a clear diagnosis and a careful plan for working with your incredible brain, you can live a full and fulfilling life. You can learn to improve your ability to self-regulate through behavioral changes, adjusting your environment, exercising, mindfulness training, and engaging a coach, and sometimes by taking medication. I’ll provide suggestions and strategies to help you manage in part 3 of this book.

WHAT CAUSES ADHD?

In the great nature-versus-nurture debate, nature kicks nurture’s butt when it comes to ADHD. For decades, people assumed ADHD was the result of bad parenting or a weakness in character. People would say things like, “What that child needs is more boundaries! Where’s my ruler?” But now scientists generally agree your ADHD is largely biologically determined. Scientists have long established3 there is a difference in how ADHD brains work in the areas that manage attention, emotionality, and impulsivity.

Getting an ADHD diagnosis is not about how much sugar you eat each day or how many video games you play before bed. It has nothing to do with whether you have the kind of parents who let you eat Doritos for dinner or the kind who came at you with a squirt of Dawn if you interrupted during grace to tell everyone about the weird bug you saw on your way home from school.

[image: ]

Your parents aren’t totally off the hook, though, because there is a hereditary component to ADHD’s biological origins. Scientists have identified seven genes and a few dozen locations on the genome that seem to be involved with the disorder, which means ADHD tends to run in families. Chances are good you have at least one relative with the condition as well.4 According to a study cited by clinical professor of psychology at Virginia Commonwealth University and preeminent ADHD expert Russell Barkley in his book Taking Charge of Adult ADHD, more than half of children who had ADHD5 also shared the diagnosis with a biological parent.

I feel like I am living proof of this statistic. I don’t even know if I understood the genetic pull of ADHD until Kim came to one of my family reunions. She sat, eyes wide open in shock, as the crowd expertly maintained multiple conversations at once. Many in my extended family wear their ADHD diagnoses like badges of honor, and that has certainly helped me navigate my own brain with confidence.


A NOTE FROM KIM

I sat in awe at that first big family dinner because no one finished a conversation. One sentence sparked a question on another topic, and then someone chimed in with a story, then the person next to me asked about my mom. I had whiplash. They could balance multiple conversations at once, and it broke my brain. I loved the energy at the table and fell in love with every single one of those people, but after about ten minutes of trying to keep up, I needed a nap.



DELAYED, NOT DELETED

For some people who are diagnosed at a young age, some symptoms of ADHD will disappear as they get older. In an interview, Dr. Steven Kurtz,6 former clinical director of NYU Child Study Center’s Institute for Attention Deficit Hyperactivity and Behavior Disorders and former senior director of the ADHD Center of the Child Mind Institute (Sidenote: I know that was a long title, and thanks for making it to the end of it, but the experts like Dr. Kurtz who agreed to be interviewed for this book went to school for a lot of years to earn all those titles, so we will be listing every one of them for every impressive doctor who was generous enough to give us their time), drew a distinction between brain differences that cause a delay in developing a skill and ones that cause the absence of that skill. Many children with ADHD will experience a delay in development in a particular area, whether it’s impulse control or time management, but they will not lack the ability. With practice, it is possible that skill can improve.

THE THREE MAIN TYPES OF ADHD

While everyone’s precise cocktail of symptoms will vary, they do tend to cluster into three main types of ADHD:
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For what it’s worth, I am the combined type. I have to work really hard to listen or make it through books. I also tear my napkin into tiny pieces no matter whom I’m eating with, and, if you let me, I will talk for way too long. I’m working on it.

Generally speaking, girls tend to be diagnosed with the inattentive type more frequently than the hyperactive/impulsive type, which may be partially why their diagnoses slip under the radar. Being a daydreamer7 isn’t recognized as a symptom as easily as the inability to keep still.

Dr. Kurtz explains that the hyperactive/impulsive presentation tends to get noticed earliest in kids because there isn’t a lot of opportunity to see toddlers struggling to pay attention. The wiggler is easy to spot. When kids reach school age, however, and they are asked to be on task for longer periods, the inattentive and combined types are easier to recognize.

WHO GETS DIAGNOSED WITH ADHD?

Millions of people around the world are living with ADHD. Somewhere between 5 and 10 percent of children8 and between 3 and 5 percent of adults in America have been diagnosed with ADHD.

For decades, people thought of ADHD exclusively as a disorder of little boys bouncing all over the classroom, but now, with better diagnostic tools and more awareness, we can see subtle lifelong variations. Of children who are diagnosed before the age of seventeen9, the vast majority—around 90 percent—will continue to have symptoms as adults, though the symptoms may come and go depending on what’s going on in their lives.

Even though some people dismiss ADHD as overdiagnosed, it is actually underdiagnosed in many populations, including the following groups:

Adults. A lot of adults go undiagnosed because our understanding of how ADHD shows up in adulthood is new. The kid climbing on the couch becomes the adult compulsively tapping his pen on his desk. Generally speaking, adults display less hyperactivity. For ADHD adults, our behavior is less about jumping up and down and more about jumping from project to project because we have a hard time sitting down and focusing on a single task. In their book Driven to Distraction10, Dr. Edward Hallowell and Dr. John Ratey claim that 90 percent of adults who have ADHD aren’t even aware of it. For many adults, it isn’t until they happen upon an article or a podcast about ADHD or have a friend or family member who gets diagnosed that they say to themselves, Hmm. There’s something about how you’re describing this ADHD thing that sounds familiar . . .

Girls and women. According to Dr. Marcy Caldwell11, who specializes in the treatment and assessment of adult ADHD and is the owner and director of Rittenhouse Psychological Assessments and founder of the blog ADDept.org, girls’ and women’s symptoms tend to get overlooked, partially because of social pressure for girls to internalize their difficult experiences. As a result, boys are two to three times more likely12 to receive a diagnosis as girls. Adult women with ADHD get described as “chatty” or “overly social” and chalk up their symptoms to just having a social personality.

Because women are supposed to be on time, tidy, and in charge of managing the whole family, women with ADHD can feel a huge amount of shame. Without a diagnosis, you can assume the reason you can’t seem to get the kids out the door with their lunches and signed permission slips is simply because you are deficient in some way. But it’s not a deficit; it’s a brain difference.

Highly intelligent people. Being high-functioning can hide a lot of things. Intelligence can mask symptoms as you coast on your natural gifts, making the presentation of ADHD very subtle. Many people don’t get diagnosed until college when the deadlines, independence, and pressure lead to a greater presentation of symptoms. I have been told by my doctors that I fall into this category, which may be why it took so long for me to be diagnosed.

Minority populations. Black and Latino children are less likely than white children to receive both a diagnosis of and treatment for ADHD. Bias and systemic racism affect people’s perceptions of minority children and adults, so behavior stemming from ADHD gets labeled as the result of poor parenting or a lack of discipline. White children are diagnosed with ADHD13 at a rate of 11.5 percent, while Black children are diagnosed at 8.9 percent and Latinos at 6.3 percent. According to Dr. Tumaini Coker14, a pediatrician and a professor of pediatrics at the University of Washington School of Medicine, there is some suspicion in the Black community that the ADHD label is being used as an excuse to dismiss and pathologize Black boys in particular, so some kids who might benefit from having a diagnosis don’t receive it.

Young children. So many of the identifying symptoms of ADHD resemble the state of just being a kid. Parents and teachers assume distracted, active, daydreamy behaviors are conditions kids will grow out of eventually, so they never get evaluated or diagnosed.

People with other disorders. ADHD pairs frequently with depression and anxiety, so teasing out what is ADHD and what is another disorder can be difficult.

If you’re thinking that list looks so broad it could include just about anyone who might have ADHD, you’re right. Even though our awareness of ADHD has grown massively in the past couple of decades, the disorder is likely still vastly underdiagnosed.
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CHAPTER 2

THE BIG D—DIAGNOSING ADHD

I had always been that kid. Adults referred to me as “a handful,” “a spirited child,” or “a space cadet.” I left my clothes on the stairs, missed the bus for school, and forgot to turn in my homework even after I’d done it. Plus, I was always on the go.

If you had tracked my movements during any given hour of the day, you’d have ended up with one of those old Family Circus maps where the kid walks from the attic to the basement and into the doghouse on his way from his room to the bathroom to brush his teeth. I never sat still, even when I was sitting. I wiggled and jiggled like a bobblehead doll. I used to choose a seat in the front center of the room during school, because being terrified that the teacher was going to yell at me for fidgeting helped me focus.

I’d look around at all the other kids sitting calmly in their chairs while the teacher taught them the Pledge of Allegiance, wondering why no one was jumping up to ask who Richard Stands was. (Doesn’t it sound like “to the Republic, for Richard Stands”? Sorry, now that’s stuck in your head. You’re welcome.) I had a lot of energy, and sometimes it got the best of me. I definitely had other friends who flew off the handle on occasion, but I would freak out pretty dramatically, and I cried easily. I thought I was the freakiest thing ever. I felt like no one in history was as weird as I was.
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That feeling stuck around once I got to middle school and high school. I had friends, but I was never in the popular crew. Academically, I did alright in classes when we were problem-solving or doing something straightforward like vocabulary quizzes. But once we got to subjects that called for reading comprehension or required absorption, reflection, or patience, my grades started to dip. I sensed that things should be easier, that something wasn’t quite right about how hard it was for me to get through a typical day. There just seemed to be more difficulty in the world for me than for other people.

I would have been lost at sea without my mom. Without even knowing what ADHD was (it wasn’t really a “thing” in the early ’90s), she made it her personal mission to stand over my shoulder and make sure I wasn’t falling behind on homework and projects. Her constant dedication kept me focused, something I probably didn’t love or appreciate back then. Somehow, I—well, Mom and I—managed to earn a strong enough GPA and tested well enough on the SATs to get into a good college. Then my lucky streak fizzled out.

Once I was in college, I still performed well in the small classes where there was plenty of discussion and debate, but I did horribly in the big lectures. Sitting in large auditoriums with one person talking at me for two hours with no back-and-forth of any kind was my idea of hell. I went to a pretty big school, so a lot of my classes were like that. I was placed on academic probation—twice. By junior year, I was fairly behind on my credits. I walked around terrified that someone was going to ask me for my GPA. My mind is more like a puppy—jumpy, excited, delighted, and delightful—than a workhorse dutifully plodding along. But puppies don’t get As in comp lit. It got to the point where I needed to figure out what the heck was going on.
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I’m the one checking out my mom’s sweet perm.







For the record, no one asked me for my GPA until I was forty-five years old, on my application for The Amazing Race.

—Penn






That year, my grandmother died. After the funeral, my family gathered in my uncle’s house. As a room full of my favorite people lovingly remembered my grandmother, someone brought up that every extended family summer vacation I had ever taken had been made possible because my grandmother paid for and organized it every year. With her gone, I realized those vacations—trips where I had formed some of my best memories—would become a thing of the past. That was devastating to me, almost as devastating as the funeral. I found myself drifting in and out of the conversation, just looking at the people in that room, losing myself in memories from those trips. I was in the middle of thinking about a talent show we’d had when I was eleven, when I was stunned out of my daydream by my aunt Zelle. She said, “Penn, I’m sorry, honey, but I can’t take it anymore. Can you please stop chewing on that flyswatter?”

The whah? I looked down, and sure enough, I had the netting of a plastic flyswatter between my lips.

The whole room laughed, including me. It wasn’t the first time someone had pointed out that I was doing something pretty unusual, but dude, a flyswatter? That’s pretty disgusting.
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I didn’t want to go through the rest of my life gnawing on gnarly stuff like a toddler. And I knew I needed to do something about my grades if I wanted to graduate. So the following week, I drove myself to a psychiatrist to get evaluated.

The doctor put me through a battery of tests. At the end, he said, “It’s pretty clear that you have a scorching case of ADHD.”

Oh. Yeah. That made sense.

Getting a diagnosis of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder was like staring at one of those Magic Eye pictures. At first it looks like fuzzy visual static until you finally see the dolphin leaping out of the waves, and you go, “I can’t believe I didn’t see this before. It was there the whole time!” All of the habits and quirks that had made me feel different from everyone else could now be explained. When I read more about ADHD, I had an incredible feeling of recognition—That’s me! I do that! And that’s me too! It was a relief to finally have an explanation for why other people seemed to be able to sit still in lecture halls and check things off their to-do lists like it was no big thing, while my attention wandered five minutes into any class. I didn’t love the name attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder—in fact, I hated it—but it was good to know what I was dealing with.

HOW IS ADHD DIAGNOSED?

You might have noticed there was no mention of lab work in the story of how I got diagnosed. Although it is determined at least in part by your genetics, no blood test can tell you whether you have ADHD. An ADHD diagnosis is based instead on observations of behavior, which means there is a high degree of subjectivity in figuring out whether you have it. With high blood pressure or diabetes, a number indicates whether you have it. No such numbers exist for an ADHD diagnosis. Dr. Kurtz jokes that one way to determine who has ADHD is to watch a classroom on the first snowfall of the winter. The first kid to the window probably has ADHD.
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To diagnose you officially, a psychologist, psychiatrist, or primary care physician will evaluate whether your behavior conforms to the description of ADHD according to the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5), which is basically the bible of psychiatry. There’s a fair amount of wiggle room for interpretation, but a trained professional will be able to review a constellation of symptoms and come to a conclusion based on the manual’s stated criteria.


Determining an ADHD Diagnosis1

In order to form a diagnosis, mental health professionals will look at whether these conditions are met:


	You demonstrate behaviors that fall into the three main categories mentioned previously: inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity.

	You have had symptoms for more than six months.

	Your symptoms have appeared in two or more settings (for example, not just in the privacy of your home but also when you’re out and about).

	Your symptoms are severe and interfere with your ability to carry out day-to-day activities.

	You’ve had similar symptoms since childhood if you’re now an adult.

	Your symptoms might stem from another issue, such as an anxiety disorder or depression.





With your permission, your doctor may even consult with people who know you well—family members, teachers, your spouse, etc.—and ask them to weigh in. If it looks like ADHD, acts like ADHD, and presents executive-function and self-regulation challenges like ADHD, you probably have ADHD.

Getting a diagnosis won’t alleviate your symptoms, but let me tell you this firsthand: I was able to exhale a little once I was diagnosed. For years, my brain had felt like a car making a weird noise, and I didn’t know if a twig was caught in the axle or my engine was going to explode. Then I took it to the mechanic, who told me what the problem was. Suddenly, I could relax and stop mentally spinning out. I could stop telling myself I was a wreck and start dealing with the issue. Lifting the fog of uncertainty was the best part of receiving a diagnosis.

As an added benefit, being diagnosed immediately improved all of my relationships; romantic relationships, friendships, and family dynamics all got better. Most people find it easier to grant their loved ones grace amid a frustrating situation if they know the slipups stem from a neurological condition rather than a lack of caring.

DOES THIS SOUND FAMILIAR? COMMON ADHD SYMPTOMS

For an official diagnosis, you’ll need to consult with a medical expert who will rely on the diagnostic criteria set in the DSM-5. I’m not a doctor, but I’ve noticed that if you consistently have a bunch of symptoms from the following categories, you’re probably looking at an ADHD diagnosis. Which ones sound like you? Put a check mark next to the symptoms you’ve experienced.

Inattention


	Wandering attention. “Oh, look! A squirrel!”



Classic ADHD move. Think of the kid staring out the window because they lost interest in the teacher’s explanation of fractions as soon as she stopped talking about pizza.


	Difficulty completing tasks. “Yes, that is my tennis racket on the table. I’m going to finish replacing the grip as soon as I am done googling the James Webb Space Telescope. Have you seen these photos? They’re amazing. Don’t we have a telescope around here somewhere?”



Not for lack of trying, a person with ADHD frequently abandons tasks partway through to pursue a more interesting task. You leave a trail of half-chopped onions and partially vacuumed rooms in your wake.
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	Trouble with attention to detail. “XXL? I thought I ordered the medium. Maybe I can tuck it in?”



The ADHD brain is eager to move on to the next thing, nitty-gritty details be damned.


	Zoning out. “How long have I been sitting here?”



When your ADHD brain wanders, it can seem like you’ve slipped into a different time zone while the world moved on without you.


	Distraction by new things. “Ooh, can I see that?”



If a bright, shiny object comes along, it’s out with the old, in with the new.


	Losing things. “Has anyone seen my keys/driver’s license/phone/underwear?”



Sure, everyone loses things, but without a good system in place to prevent it, you drop possessions like breadcrumbs.


	Multitasking overload. “No! I cannot take your shirts to the dry cleaner on my way to work. Saints alive, I’m only one person!”



Because ADHD can affect working memory, handling more than one thing at a time can be challenging.
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Hyperactivity


	Restlessness—always in motion. “Sorry I was shaking your seat! I had no idea I was bouncing my leg like that.”



If you have ADHD, you are the one bouncing on your toes at the bus stop, strumming on the desk during class, and stirring the ice in your drink at a bar.


	Appearance of ignoring others during conversations because your mind is elsewhere. “Have you ever wondered how goats feel about goat yoga?”



You’re not trying to be rude, but you sure can seem rude during a conversation that doesn’t hold your attention. You get to thinking about something and feel compelled to share it, regardless of whether it’s your turn to speak—or whether what you want to say is remotely on topic.


	Impatience. “This line is taking forever.”



Waiting makes your ADHD brain very antsy.


	Forgetfulness. “No, I promise. I’ll totally remember to pay that parking ticket today.”



ADHD compromises working memory, so even the best of intentions can be derailed.
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Impulse Control


	Poor time management. “I’ll practice piano later. Just let me finish this game of World of Warcraft.”



Given a choice between reward now and reward later, the ADHD brain wants to choose reward now every time.


	Impulsive actions. “Sure! Let’s go. Vegas sounds fun! I’ll grab my keys.”



The expression “a stitch in time saves nine” does not register with ADHD brains. We take more of an “act now, ask questions later” approach.


	Emotional reactivity. “Whoa! That outburst came out of nowhere. My bad.”



Folks with ADHD can go from zero to sixty with our reactions. We don’t have the damper pedal on our emotions. We come on hot and loud.


	Inclination to take risks. “No, thanks, I don’t need safety goggles. What’s the worst that could happen?”



High risk, high reward. That’s the way folks with ADHD roll. We are not known for anticipating potential negative consequences.


	Difficulty with self-organization. “Darn it. I forgot to brush my teeth. Again.”



If you have ADHD, even simple routines can be hard to master.
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	Difficulty with rule-governed behavior. “Stop sign? I think those only apply when other cars are on the road.”



The ADHD brain prefers immediate and obvious consequences to an abstract system of requirements and results.


	Messiness. “I’ll clean that up later.”



Getting organized just seems like one more thing to add to a to-do list.



How many did you check off?



Not everyone with ADHD will demonstrate all of these symptoms all of the time. You may never experience some of them, or they may come and go depending on the stressors in your environment. On certain days you may be extra interruptive, on other days you just can’t get organized, and on other days you may be an Oprah-level listener who could out-tidy those Home Edit ladies. Your collection of symptoms will likely be different from those of the next person you meet with ADHD. No two ADHD brains are the same, even within the same family, so no two sets of symptoms are exactly the same either. Your symptoms are like ordering from a tasting menu—a little from one section, a little from another. There’s no one way to ADHD.

MY ADHD PORTFOLIO

One of the barriers to ADHD being acknowledged as a disorder is its tendency to show up so differently from person to person. In an interview, Dr. Hallowell said that some researchers refer to ADHD as a snowflake condition2—as in, each person with ADHD is as unique as the snowflakes in a snowbank. Here is my personal portfolio of symptoms that come up the most for me.

Trouble Listening

My dad was a preacher, beloved throughout the community. Everyone in our congregation loved his sermons. Each week, he would kick things off with a good story. Then he would spend fifteen minutes connecting that story to the Bible, followed by applying the lesson to day-to-day life. No matter how inspiring the sermon was, I never heard most of it. I would get stuck on the initial story. I would start thinking about how it reminded me of something that had happened to me or how it related to a recent episode of MacGyver. As my dad talked about humility and loving your neighbor, I’d be thinking about how to fix my Pogo Bal with chewing gum and a lighter.

My mom was an English teacher, so she was all too aware that I had comprehension issues. At home after church, she would ask, “What did you think of your father’s sermon today?” I would quote the first two minutes back to her almost word for word, and she’d say, “Mm-hmm. And what about the later part?” Uh, you mean the part when I was trying to figure out if I could build a working catapult with rubber bands and chopsticks? No idea. Had there been a test, I would have failed every time, so I’d try to change the subject. She was onto me though. It was clear I couldn’t make it through the most life-changing sermon ever, even if it had been delivered by my own father, a man I idolized.
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I’m the one about to pick his nose.



Struggles with listening continue to this day. It is my biggest challenge, the thing I am working on the hardest. We’ll come back to it in part 3.

Fidgeting

When I was ten, I came back from basketball practice one day and my parents said, “Tough session, huh, kiddo? You’re really sweaty.” I looked down and saw I had a giant, dark semicircle around the neck of my T-shirt. It hadn’t been an especially brutal practice, so I just shrugged and tossed my shirt in the hamper.
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Two days later, I was in class at Pearsontown Elementary School when my teacher interrupted her lecture on the layers of the earth to say, “Penn, could you please stop chewing on your shirt?” I pulled at my collar, and there it was again: a huge, dark ring on my shirt from where I’d been gnawing on it. I had been 100 percent unaware of what I was doing.

I haven’t sucked on my shirt in a long time—maybe because everything is Dri-FIT now and Dri-FIT isn’t as delicious as straight cotton?—but I still catch myself doing a million other things with my body without noticing what I’m doing. (Okay, my wife usually catches me doing them.) For example, I fiddle with silverware. It doesn’t matter how nice of a restaurant we are in, or how sophisticated the atmosphere is; I use the flatware as drumsticks constantly. The waiter will give me a look like, Okay, Dave Grohl, let’s bring it down a notch, when he comes around to hand us the wine list. That’s why I like eating sushi: because it’s acceptable to eat sushi with your fingers, which means there are no utensils anywhere near me.

At times my mind is so occupied that I leave my body and am not aware of what it is doing. Once, when I was eleven or twelve, I was in a food court at the mall right next to the arcade. As I ate, I was already thinking about how soon I could get back to playing my favorite video game, Galaga. These two middle-aged ladies who were probably on break from their afternoon shift from JCPenney looked over at me, and one of them said, “Excuse me. The way that you’re eating? You are absolutely disgusting.” I had not been giving half a thought to how I was eating. I had no body awareness. I was just devouring my burger like a hyena. I assumed I was being totally normal, but I was Cookie Monstering all over their table.
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Many ADHDers crave physical stimulation, so we move our bodies unconsciously all the time, licking our lips, picking our noses, chewing pens, checking our watches, playing air piano on the tabletop, darting our eyes around, or fidgeting with whatever’s in front of us.

When I watched myself on The Amazing Race, I witnessed a moment when I finished a challenge and started doing this weird bicycle thing with my legs, pumping my arms and making my nerd glasses bounce on my nose. I looked like a Disney cartoon. There’s a GIF of it. Before I’d seen it for myself, if you had put your thumb over my head on your phone, played that clip for me, and asked, “Is that you?” I would have said, “No way. What a dork.”
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Activate nerd glasses!



It’s tough to look around and notice no one else doing those things, and being unable to explain why you’re doing them. It’s almost like you blacked out. It can make you feel really self-conscious when someone points it out.

Absent-Mindedness

Some days, I am like the stereotype of the absent-minded professor, only instead of wearing a sweater with elbow patches, I’m rocking cargo shorts.

Once, I went downstairs in pants and a robe to get a peanut butter sandwich as a midnight snack. As I was getting the peanut butter, I realized I wanted some ice water. As I was getting the ice out, I realized I would be more comfortable if I just slept in my boxers, so I took my pants and T-shirt off in front of the fridge. When Kim came down the next morning, it was like a disgruntled Gap employee had broken in and scattered inventory around our kitchen.

I have locked keys in the car countless times, set off the smoke alarm with the toaster, gone to the garage and not known why I was there, abandoned the lawn mower on a half-mowed lawn, opened the dishwasher but not unloaded the dishes, left the car running in the driveway for two hours, thrown a full roll of dental floss in the trash, and left my dirty socks on the couch—and that was just this week.


A NOTE FROM KIM

Penn’s distractedness has led to some “Gulp, that was a close one” situations in our household. Last month, I was in the waiting room at a doctor’s appointment when I got the notification you never want to get from your Ring app: “There’s a smoke alarm going off in your house.” I immediately called Penn to ask, “Are you still home? There’s a smoke alarm.” He said, “I left fifteen minutes ago, but I did cook bacon this morning. So maybe it’s, you know, maybe it’s, like, leftover bacon smoke?” I used the app to check our indoor cameras, but I didn’t see open flames. So I texted a neighbor who, like a hero, ran to the house, which Penn (of course) had left unlocked, to turn off the burner under the pan of smoking bacon grease. We were two minutes away from a grease fire and charred rubble. She opened the doors to let the smoke out, leaving the opportunity for Sunny, our dog, to slip out the back door. Our fearless neighbor went chasing after Sunny, tripped over the sprinkler, and got a huge gash in her hand. We’ve now agreed that anytime Penn makes breakfast, he needs to tell Siri to set an alarm to remind him to turn off the stove.



Losing Things

I am the king of losing things. I once lost track of a spoonful of peanut butter I’d scooped. I immediately knew I’d lost it because I wanted to find it so I could eat it, but it didn’t show up again for two full months. (It was behind the Easter egg dye, natch.) We once spent ninety minutes trying to find one of those tiny SD camera cards, because after a long day of shooting, I’d taken it upstairs to load it into the computer for editing, but I got distracted by my stomach growling. We found it under the salad greens in the refrigerator.

I’ve been like this for as long as I can remember. My parents got so sick of me forgetting my belongings wherever I went as a kid that they developed hacks to deal with it. Like many parents, they made me pay for what I misplaced, so if I lost my sunglasses, I had to do yard work to earn money for a new pair. That’s pretty typical. What wasn’t so typical was when I got my first car and my dad asked me, “Who are your closest friends?” I rattled off the names of my top-four buddies. The next day, he drove to each of their houses and gave each friend a spare set of keys to my car. Over the next few months, I used every last extra set.





Dear Penn’s friend,

Here are the keys to his car. He will need them.

Love,

Penn’s Dad






Kim and I could probably pay for a semester of college tuition with the money we’ve spent replacing things I’ve lost—including multiple wedding rings (yes, really).

Try to match the item I lost with where it was found:
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A NOTE FROM KIM

For the record, Penn left a spoonful of peanut butter in the pantry, his bathing suit on a barstool (in a bar), socks on the dinner table, cell phone in the spice cabinet, coffee mug on (not in) the car, luggage in the bathroom five hundred miles away, keys in the fridge, and an apple on the rug.

I can confirm that everyone’s ADHD does not conform to a template, and no one exhibits all the symptoms all the time. When I look at the list of symptoms, some of them make me say, “Oh yeah, no doubt,” and others not at all. For example, Penn is not a huge risk-taker. It’s true that we did quit our very good jobs to start our own business, but to convince him to take the plunge, I pretty much had to push him all the way to the cliff, knock him off, and pry his fingers off the ledge one by one.

In other ways, he is peaking on the spectrum of ADHD. When it comes to acting impulsively, Penn is operating at an 11, whereas I am more like a 1.5. If an event promises even the slightest amount of fun, my husband is already out the door. I, on the other hand, sit down to do a deep dive on my pros and cons list before deciding to say yes to friends who called with free tickets to a concert that starts in thirty minutes.

Penn has a terrible time when he’s asked to wait for any reason. If somebody on the highway so much as taps their brakes, he’s like, “We’re getting off at this ramp. We’re going around.” He becomes panicky. I’ll tell him, “Let’s take a beat. Wait it out. Google Maps says we’re still on the fastest route,” but it’s too late. We’re already on the alternate (often slower) route.

Penn also cannot stand silence. He has to be entertained at all times. The minute we board an airplane, the iPad is paired with his noise-canceling headphones. As soon as he’s seated, he has the headphones ready for the back-of-the-seat display in case he can’t keep a charge. His brain craves a stimulation fix.

I’m sitting in my office writing this section, and I feel the need to report a real-time ADHD update. My office sits next to the kitchen and our single-serve coffeemaker. My door is closed (the universal sign for “Don’t bother me”), but I can hear a commotion on the other side. Penn just clicked the brew button on our coffeemaker. I hear the coffee start pouring from the machine, then an “Oh, shit!” It’s clear Penn’s forgotten to place a mug under the spout. He’s racing to the nearby cabinet, and now he’s trying to capture what’s left of the stream while stepping out from under the dark roast that’s spilling from the counter to his feet. This happens, I would guess, about once a month.






CHAPTER 3

INSIDE THE ADHD BRAIN

Our brains are wonder factories. When you think about everything they can do, it’s pretty amazing. The human brain is nothing more than approximately three pounds of fat, water, carbs, protein, and salt—basically the same ingredients as a pizza—yet it can tell the difference between an otter and a beaver, determine how fast you have to move your legs to run a six-minute mile, come up with nine proper names that rhyme with cherry, and solve differential equations. Let’s see a pizza do that.

(If you are like me and would like to put the book down for a minute to impress someone nearby by telling them that pizza has a lot of the same ingredients as a brain, go ahead and do that. I know you want to, and if you don’t, you’ll keep thinking about it and space out through the next paragraph. I’ll see you when you get back.)

Welcome back! For the most part, the ADHD brain functions a lot like a neurotypical brain. It makes sure we’re getting enough to eat, regulates our breathing, and encourages us to avoid shark-infested waters. Having ADHD doesn’t mean our brains are radically different from those of people who don’t have it. According to Dr. Russell Barkley, ADHD behavior may simply be “an extreme form of a normal human trait.”1 Behavior occurs on a continuum, and only at one end of the continuum is it labeled a disorder. But there are a handful of key differences between an ADHD brain and a non-ADHD brain that translate into the symptoms we deal with in everyday life.
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If you saw the climbing documentary Free Solo, you’ll remember that when doctors scanned climber Alex Honnold’s brain, his amygdala, the part of the brain that activates our feelings of fear, was virtually nonexistent.





If you didn’t see the movie Free Solo, you should totally stream it. Alex Honnold climbs a mountain five times taller than the Empire State Building with no ropes, no harness, nothing but his astonishingly strong fingers and toes to keep him from plummeting to a bloody death. Insanity peppers.

—Penn






His brain difference gave him the ability to do things that would send most people—like, say, Kim—into a catatonic state of panic. The unique structure of his brain changed how he behaved in the world. Same with ADHD. The unique structure of your ADHD brain leads to the unique set of behaviors that make up you.

This chapter will give you an overview of the ADHD brain and the reasons behind the challenges you might have with attention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity.

To get us started, here’s a thirty-second lesson in ADHD brain anatomy.

EXECUTIVE FUNCTION: YOUR INNER CEO

If you were to cut open your skull and peer into your forehead, you’d see something that looks like very squishy cauliflower. This tissue is referred to as the frontal lobe, and it is extremely busy. While the deeper parts of your brain, the cerebellum and the brain stem, control your basic survival functions—managing your fight, flight, and freeze reactions and the other involuntary systems that keep your heart beating and your neurons firing—the frontal lobe controls most of your executive functioning, the higher-order thinking that helps you:


	Prioritize

	Keep track of time

	Make plans

	Control impulses

	Adapt to changes in your environment

	Focus

	Store information

	Set goals

	Strategize

	Become self-aware

	Motivate yourself

	Make decisions



Basically, your executive function regulates your behavior.

The frontal lobe is like the CEO of a company, providing oversight for every system of the body and making sure things hum along smoothly and successfully. The CEO in a neurotypical person’s head will look over their shoulder and ask, “Are you sure you want to do that? Is it in the best interests of You Inc.? Or should you take a beat to reconsider?” When it comes to an ADHD CEO, the frontal lobe really believes in you and your instincts. It says yes to everything, even if it means abandoning the project you were just working on or letting you take a lunch break at 9:25 a.m.
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YOUR BRAIN DIFFERENCES

The frontal lobe is the last bit of the brain to develop as you mature. Some experts think it fully develops as late as age twenty-five. In people with ADHD, the frontal lobe that governs executive functioning tends to be smaller and develop even later in life. Dr. Barkley reports ADHDers have smaller brain regions2 in five areas related to executive functioning. We show lower brain activity3 in the prefrontal cortex, and more “slow-wave brain activity,” which is associated with drowsiness, a less mature brain, and lack of concentration. No wonder it feels like You Inc. is in crisis sometimes.

To get a sense of what this means for us in the real world, imagine the following common scenarios:


	You walk into a bank and see a line so long you wonder if they are giving away money.

	As you merge onto the parkway, a BMW pulls up so close behind you it could take off your tailpipe.

	You have a three o’clock appointment, half an hour’s drive away. You are starving, but it’s already two thirty and you haven’t left the house.



In a neurotypical brain, executive functioning kicks in amid each of these scenarios. It suggests waiting patiently in line, taking deep breaths in traffic, and making a speedy exit from the house, growling stomach be damned. Your ADHD brain, however, likely has different responses.


	That bank line probably caused you to turn right around.

	When the Beamer got close, you probably started muttering under your breath, “Come on, man!” and then spent a fairly unsafe amount of time looking in your rearview mirror.

	When the clock struck two thirty, you figured you could sneak in a quick snack before leaving for the meeting. How long could it take to make a grilled cheese anyway?
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Our weakened executive function compromises our ability to regulate our behavior, when it should be telling our primal brains to stand down and let the cooler frontal lobe prevail.

The ADHD inner CEO is simply not as loud and bossy as a neurotypical person’s, and the loosey-goosey management style means a light touch when regulating attention, focus, emotions, impulse control, and movement. The flip side of the coin is that your creativity flows freely without a micromanager slowing you down. We’ll come back to that benefit in part 2.

You can also take steps to strengthen your executive function. ADHD is a significant but very treatable disorder. With training and strategies in place, you can improve your ability to handle your business like a boss.

YOU’VE GOT TO REGULATE

Kim and I recently invited4 ADHD and metaphor specialist Dr. Marcy Caldwell to join us on our podcast. She shared an excellent way to understand what’s going on in the ADHD brain and what makes it different from a neurotypical brain.

According to Dr. Caldwell, a brain is like a mixing board you’d find in a recording studio. If you’ve never seen one, a mixing board is basically a giant panel with a bunch of sliders, knobs, and buttons that control the various elements of a song. It’s the kind of thing you’d find Dr. Dre in front of in a sound booth. Each dial has a slider you can move from zero to ten to regulate the intensity. You might want to include some quiet guitar on a level three, then bring in some drums louder to seven, and then really push up the vocals to eight. That’s what happens in a neurotypical brain. You are able to move the dials up and down the slide, fine-tuning as you go.
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ADHD transforms those sliders into on/off switches. There is no sliding scale. Your brain is all-in or completely out.

Certain things are consistent switch flippers. Number one is boredom. If you are not wicked interested in what you’re doing, that off switch will get flipped. Then there’s distraction—a noise, something that catches your eye, a need to move your body, or a fleeting thought. Distractions have the power to trip up your executive functioning and make regulating your behavior difficult.

Sometimes in life you’ve just got too many channels going at once on your mixing board, which can lead to a short circuit. The wiring blows, and you end up melting down. That’s dramatic, right? Sorry. I don’t want to give you the impression that it is impossible to control your behavior. Dr. Caldwell explained that if conditions and circumstances are juuuuuuust right, you can hit a sweet spot where you are able to balance the switch in a middle position that offers you just enough focus, just enough energy, and just enough control. As Dr. Caldwell said, that ideal state requires your mental battery to be fully charged. Things that help charge your battery? Sleep, nutrition, connection, meditation, and exercise. For some people, medication also helps. Granted, finding your sweet spot is a high bar, but you can reach it with good planning and support. (We’ll look at how to find your sweet spot in chapter 12.)

When Dr. Caldwell explained the mixing board metaphor to me, I was floored. It was the simplest explanation of my life I’d ever heard. There had never been a way for me to focus on two things at once without difficulty, and this was why. The explanation was right in front of me. Literally. I work in front of two mixing boards every day.

My brain does not function well with open work tickets. Kim thrives when she’s multitasking by writing scripts, recording podcasts, and shooting funny videos all in one day. It’s as if working on one project fuels her energy for the next. It’s not that I don’t want to multitask; it’s that my brain simply can’t pay attention to multiple things at once. I need to check off what I’m working on before I can move on to the next thing.
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I even made this analogy into a song.



Earlier this month, I was cooking on a complicated editing job for a video I was really excited to post. The video was about the hand signal dads use while driving—sort of a three-fingered salute with their hands on the wheel. As I was trying like hell to finish it, Kim popped her head in. She asked if I could take a quick break and make some notes for a podcast she wanted to do. It was based on a functional medicine appointment I’d had where I sat in a room and listened to them tell me all the things I shouldn’t do anymore now that I’m middle-aged. That appointment hit me like a ton of bricks, and I knew it would make a great episode—but my switch was flipped to video editing, so there was no chance of me switching tracks to talk about cutting carbs and getting older. I know it’s hard for my team to understand why I couldn’t just take ten minutes and make a couple of quick voice notes, but I simply could not do both.

If I have too many unchecked boxes, my world becomes scattered and confusing and I don’t function well. Sometimes, this results in me being annoyed and touchy, and sometimes, it leads to a full-on panic attack.


A NOTE FROM KIM

Dr. Caldwell’s mixing board analogy helped me understand the different work styles Penn and I have. While I can be ordering costumes for our next video, scheduling guests for the podcast, and choreographing a dance to go along with Penn’s lyrics all in the same twenty-minute time frame, Penn is a one-thing-at-a-time kind of guy. Now that I understand how his brain needs to complete the task at hand before dipping into another project, I try my best to support his work style. I’ve changed my expectations, and, in fact, I’m trying to adopt this myself. While starting projects is fun for me, it’s inspiring to see how Penn works to finish everything.



While it’s a sensitive system, an on/off switch can also be incredibly useful. When you are “on” and fully engaged, you can slip into a mode psychologists refer to as “hyperfocus.” We’ll talk more about this later, but for now, just know you have the ability to zero in on a single task and knock it out of the park.

YOUR EXECUTIVE FUNCTION CHALLENGES

There are four main categories your brain has trouble regulating: impulses, activity, emotions, and attention. We’ll focus here on impulses and attention.

Regulating Impulses

Your executive function abilities act as your braking system. They regulate how well you control your response to whatever pops up in front of you. When executive function is slack, it can feel like your reactions are too much, too far, and too fast—as if your brain is moving on ice. Those of us with ADHD have difficulty controlling gut reactions. Dr. Hallowell describes people with ADHD as having a Ferrari engine in a race car brain with bicycle brakes.5

Most people can stop and think before acting. They can pause between the stimulus and their response to consider, “Last time I tried x, this happened, so maybe this time I should try y.” But the ADHD brain skips that step and goes straight to, “Let’s do this!”
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About eight years ago, I entered a Fourth of July belly flop contest at a neighborhood pool. I thought it would be fun to try a “one and a quarter,” where I’d do a full flip before the flop. (Feel free to search “Belly Flop 2.0” on YouTube if you’d like to watch it.) I nailed the dive, and people loved it, but I had headaches for a couple days, a very red face, and some water in the back of my eyes. Despite all of this, I attempt this same dive every July 4. I somehow forget all of the discomfort every time a dad says, “Are you gonna do that again this year?” Well, of course I am! Vroom vroom, bicycle brakes!
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My one-and-a-quarter belly flop in action.



A good way to think about ADHD is that you’re not necessarily hyperactive but hyperreactive. It’s like you’ve been administered truth serum for your actions and responses. While it is terrific to live authentically, sometimes a too-quick or too-big reaction causes collateral damage, such as my face every July 4.

When I was a junior in high school, I was about to go on my very first date. I had just gotten my driver’s license and was driving two of my friends back to their houses after playing pickup basketball downtown. I’d had a pretty subpar outing on the court, missing way too many easy shots, which was bumming me out. It didn’t help that my two friends were ganging up on me because they could tell I was upset. (Aren’t teenage boys great?) One of them started calling me by my high school nickname, which I hated. Its effectiveness was in its simplicity: You just add an extra “iss” sound at the end of my first name. You hear it, right? Devastation.

I tried to deflect their jerky comments with humor, saying in a fake fatherly voice, “If you don’t cut it out, I will drive this car off the road, young man!” Instead of shutting up, the guy in the back seat stuck his finger in his mouth, reached around the headrest, and put his finger into my ear.

I lost the ability to make a rational decision. The wet willy was one trigger too many. Any tiny twigs of self-control and emotional regulation that had been holding my feelings in reserve got swept away in a rush of emotion. I was so frustrated and so angry that my thinking brain shut down and my body moved of its own accord. It was like my arms and legs said, “Up yours, dude. If you are too much of a coward to handle these a-holes, I’m taking over.”

I screamed, then jerked the wheel. It was a cold, rainy night, and the rain was turning to sleet. The car skidded, and I lost control. We careened into a very steep ditch. Thankfully, we were all okay.

Once we figured out that we hadn’t been killed or paralyzed, the boys (notice I have stopped calling them “friends”) started laughing and yelling, “You idiot!” We were nearly vertical in the ditch and could barely get out the door.

I called my parents, who called a tow truck and the police. I got out of the ditch and drove away from the scene about two hours later, missing my date entirely.

When I got home, my parents asked for a full report on what happened. I told them I hit an icy patch and went off the road. I was way too embarrassed to tell them that I had been at fault and that I had absolutely no idea why I did what I did. Just an example of being hyperreactive thanks to my ADHD.

Regulating Attention

Our executive function challenges hit us with a lot of whammies. One of the biggest whammies targets our ability to pay attention. Without that micromanager keeping us on track, our attention veers and swerves as wildly as that car I drove off the road. Dr. Edward Hallowell, who has ADHD himself, says, “What we have is an abundance of attention6, the very opposite of a deficit problem. Our challenge is to control it.”


“What we have is an abundance of attention, the very opposite of a deficit problem. Our challenge is to control it.”

—Dr. Edward Hallowell



IT’S NOT THAT WE’RE NOT PAYING ATTENTION TO ANYTHING; IT’S THAT WE’RE PAYING ATTENTION TO EVERYTHING

As the metaphor-rich Dr. Marcy Caldwell described it, the ADHD brain is like a fishbowl. We are the fish, swimming around. Anything inside the bowl, we’re super aware of—Oh, look! A treasure chest. Ah, plastic seaweed, my old friend—but if something is outside the fishbowl, it might as well not exist. If someone reaches in and removes the treasure chest, it’s like it was never there at all. That’s true of the keys you put on the counter instead of on the hook by the door or the meds you put away in your nightstand. As soon as the bottle goes in the drawer, it has basically disappeared completely. You might go days before you find the bottle in the drawer, near the battery you are looking for, and remember, Oh yeah, I was supposed to be taking these pills. The phrase “out of sight, out of mind” was probably coined by someone who had ADHD (or someone who lived with someone who had ADHD).

Dr. Caldwell also explained that the ADHD brain doesn’t have a great filter to keep clutter out of the fishbowl. The neurotypical brain has a killer important/unimportant sorting system that allows only the critical pieces into their fishbowl. In the ADHD brain, the criteria for “important” is so broad it applies to most things. It can be difficult for those of us with ADHD to sort out which signals matter. The racket the recycling truck is making, the text from your Wordle group that someone won in two guesses, your dog’s tail whacking your leg—to the ADHD brain, they all seem important. So important, in fact, that you attend to each of them. We are very equal-opportunity focusers. The ADHD brain is not terrible at paying attention. It’s terrible at choosing what to pay attention to.
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I have ADHD. What should I pay attention to?



A.The car is almost out of gas.

B.What band is this on the radio?

C.How could I radiate heat for antimatter space travel?

D.The GPS is wrong, so I am turning left.

E.My butt itches.

The answer is obviously A, but I picked C. #ADHDLife



It can get very crowded in that fishbowl. But before you get bummed out because your fishbowl sounds like a dumping site, remember that having a diverse array of thoughts is a sign of an active mind that finds delight in a wide range of sources. Around the turn of the twentieth century, writer and critic William Dean Howells wrote, “The secret of a man who is universally interesting7 is that he is universally interested.” See? ADHD is awesome!

ARE YOU SURE I’M NOT JUST OBSESSED WITH MY PHONE?

Most people, ADHD or no, have laughably short attention spans. Before the current digital age, where it’s become the norm for our eyes and minds to ping around from device to device, humans clocked a not-that-impressive twelve-second average attention span. After we all got iPhones, that measurement plummeted to eight seconds. For comparison, a goldfish has an attention span8 of nine seconds. A goldfish!

VARIOUS ATTENTION SPANS









	Neurotypical adult in digital age

	Eight seconds




	Goldfish

	Nine seconds




	Neurotypical adult before the internet

	Twelve seconds




	ADHD adult locked and loaded in hyperfocus

	Potentially hours








Because our attention is so divided in contemporary society, lots of people will casually toss off a phrase like “I am so ADHD” after going down an internet rabbit hole. Kim falls into this trap often. Just today, she went online to pay a parking ticket but ended up spending two hours researching new organizational systems for the Tupperware drawer. Very common, very relatable, but also very much not the same thing as ADHD. What these people have is a socially acquired attention disorder. It’s real, but it’s not written into their genetic code. ADHD is not a condition you can reverse by putting yourself on a digital diet.

There is a world of difference between having ADHD and being easily distracted.

REASONS YOU MAY BE DISTRACTED










	ADHD

	Acquired Attention Disorder

	Poison Ivy




	Hard to concentrate because of brain difference

	Hard to concentrate because of TikTok

	Hard to concentrate because of itchiness




	Superpower

	Super common

	Super annoying




	Comes from genetics

	Comes from environment

	Comes from dirt




	Lifelong

	Can be eliminated through behavior

	Can heal in a couple of weeks if you stop scratching




	Unrad name

	Meh name

	Totally rad name








WHAT OUR BRAINS DO LIKE: DOPAMINE

The “attention deficit” part of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder is a bit of a misnomer. Once again, ADHD doesn’t exactly make you bad at paying attention. We’re perfectly good at paying attention if we find the topic interesting. In fact, if something is interesting, a person with ADHD can lock in and absorb information extremely efficiently. We just get bored easily. The moment the novelty wears off, or if something more interesting comes along, we abandon what we were originally focusing on and chase the new thing. We refer to this in our house as “Oh, look! A squirrel!”

We hate boredom. Hate it. Can’t stand it. Can’t tolerate it. The feeling of boredom is physically uncomfortable. Dr. Hallowell shared a great story that illustrates how intolerable it is for someone with ADHD to experience boredom. When he was in training to become a doctor, he attended a distinguished lecture at the Harvard Faculty Club. The person speaking was a big deal—one of the world’s preeminent researchers—and by all appearances, he was nailing his talk, but not with Dr. H. To Hallowell, the talk was just not engaging. Trying to sit still and listen was torture for his ADHD brain. He was so desperate to relieve the pain, he went to the nearest window and jumped out! Fortunately, he was in the back, so he caused minimal chaos. Doubly fortunately, the lecture took place on the first floor of a building. He described the need to alleviate his boredom as analogous to the need to pee really, really badly. The feeling is biological. It’s not a matter of willpower;9 it’s a matter of must. Everything else falls away as you single-mindedly focus on relieving the discomfort. Hopefully not out a window. Or in your pants.

The ADHD brain’s need to seek out stimulation can be traced to a chemical in our brains called dopamine.
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Dopamine is a neurotransmitter that is best known as the “feel-good hormone” because when we get a spritz of it, we feel a rush of pleasure. However, dopamine is also the “molecule of more.” It dictates motivation and action—particularly seeking and craving—and regulates focus and drive. People with ADHD are continually on the hunt for more of it because in the ADHD brain, the mechanism that carries dopamine, the dopamine transporter gene, doesn’t always work as well as it does in a neurotypical brain. It’s like carrying water in a bucket with holes; you gotta go back and fill it up more often. To make up for the shortage, we require more actions that produce dopamine so we can try to keep the good feelings coming. Here are a few examples:


	Doing something new

	Eating delicious food

	Learning new information

	Making money

	Satisfying curiosity or answering a question

	Completing a task

	Listening to music

	Taking risks

	Taking on challenges

	Exploring

	Having sex







Fun fact: Some scientists theorize10 that this need for extra dopamine could have given some early ADHD-havers an evolutionary advantage because one of the biggest triggers of dopamine is exploring something new. Back when we spent most of our time hunting and gathering, our hairy ADHD ancestors, who were curious enough to check out what was over the next ridge, were more likely to discover a fresh patch of tasty berries or a herd of whatever animals were good eating back then.

—Penn






It all boils down to stimulation. At its core, the ADHD brain is wired to seek stimulation. We must have it in order to feel “right,” so our brains are always scanning for the bigger, better offer. While the typical understanding of ADHD suggests that people who have it are overstimulated, the ADHD brain is actually chronically understimulated. It just needs more input than a neurotypical brain to keep it humming, so what appears to be a lack of attention or impulse control is really just a desire to get to a baseline level of stimulation that keeps our brains happy.

We’ve found the characteristics of what our ADHD brains crave. They are best summarized by Jessica McCabe, creator and host of the excellent YouTube series “How to ADHD,” who says ADHD brains are attracted to the following:


	Novelty. L.L.Bean catalog with its sensible fleece vests and parkas? No, thank you. SkyMall catalog with an eight-foot-tall gorilla statue and a cross-body bag that winks at passersby? Hell, yes.

	Challenges. We respond well to competition of all sorts, whether we’re racing against ourselves to make the world’s fastest fried egg or trying to get the most Ping-Pong balls in a jar. (Or participating in The Amazing Race.)

	Things of personal interest. If we are learning to use a chainsaw, the instructions might be deadly dull—but skipping them might just be deadly, so we will probably buckle down and learn what a two-stroke engine is because we’re interested in keeping our fingers.





When I learned about the role of dopamine in my brain, a lightbulb went off for me. I have always been drawn to the performing arts because of the applause. I love applause. It’s instant gratification. When I perform music or make someone laugh, my brain gets a dopamine bath.

ADHD BRAIN AND MEMORY

When you think about ADHD and memory, your first instinct might be to point to all the times you’ve left your driver’s license behind. But as Dr. Alok Kanojia, Harvard-trained psychiatrist and host of Healthy Gamer, points out, losing things is more about a glitch in attention11 than a problem with memory for ADHDers. When you set your license down on the bar as you talked to your friend, you were not attending to the license; instead, you were attending to your friend’s hilarious riff about how she wants a panic button on her phone to get her out of bad dates. Your attention switch was flipped to “Hannah’s riff about panic buttons,” not to “placing my license in a safe place.” The location of your license never entered your memory to begin with. Maybe we can all think about Dr. Kanojia’s analogy the next time we brand ADHDers as “forgetful.”

ADHD affects the part of your brain that controls working memory, and working memory lets you hold information so you can figure out what to do next. You use it when you are following directions and holding the information you just read in your head as you execute your movements. You use it when you sort through mental files to find past information that is relevant to what you are doing right now.


Comparing Working Memory

Working memory in a neurotypical brain: “Hmm, the sky’s looking a little gray today. Last time that happened, I got drenched . . . Let me pop an umbrella in my bag just in case.”

Working memory in an ADHD brain: “Hmm, the sky’s looking a little gray. No shadow for me today. Huh, that makes me think of Groundhog Day. Did that groundhog see his shadow this year? I wonder what Punxsutawney Phil gets up to the other 364 days of the year. Is there a Mrs. Phil? Wait. Why did I go back in the house again?”



Once again, Dr. Caldwell had a great way to describe this. She told us that working memory is like a table, and we store all of our information on it. The problem is, the table is only so big, and, as we’ve seen, ADHDers aren’t great at sorting what goes onto it. So when we put something new on the table, we’ll likely bury other items or knock them off entirely. When we have a crowded table covered with information, it’s hard for us to dig through everything and find the file labeled “How to Use TurboTax” or “What My Wife Just Asked Me to Get While I’m at the Store.” We need reminders to help us recall what we were looking for in the first place.

I like to think of my memory like a computer. I’ve got my recent files in my drop-down menu, which I can access no problem. The problem arrives when I try to open two documents on the desktop at once. My computer crashes.

The too-many-tabs problem pops up a lot, because life doesn’t naturally unfold in a linear to-do list. Life’s not a tidy queue of tasks but rather a big, messy crowd clamoring for your attention. Just the other day, I picked the wrong kid up from school. I was deep in composing mode when Kim asked me if I could grab Penn Charles. I yelled back, “Got it,” then got back to work. I made a note that I had to leave by 2:45 or I’d be in trouble. It was only 2:30, so I felt like I had plenty of time, and—oh, I just came up with a great hook for the song I was working on! I went back to recording, and the next time I looked up, it was 2:50. Dang. Better hustle. I ran out the door . . . straight to Lola’s school. I had just picked her up and was feeling pretty good that she’d only had to wait a couple of extra minutes, until my phone lit up. PC’s teacher wanted to know where the heck I was, and Kim wanted to know where her daughter was. I got a lot of all-caps texts. Trying to take in Kim’s instructions at the same time I was working caused a system meltdown.

THE ADHD BRAIN AND TIME

When you have ADHD, the concept of time is slippery. To be fair, even the most advanced scientific minds have trouble explaining how time works. Listening to a physicist explain the nature of time can feel like watching the trippy part of Doctor Strange on loop. But most people without ADHD have a sense of how long an activity—say, weeding the yard—will take. They can look back at their past experience with pulling dandelions and then predict how much time could be required to yank them out of the yard again. ADHD brains, however, aren’t able to access their working memories as easily, making it harder to refer back to past experience to make predictions about future experience, and to estimate how long a task will take.

ADHD brains are also terrifically focused on the present. For other people, time is like the boss governing their behavior. For those of us with ADHD, time is more like a pesky coworker who is all up in your business. You just keep waving it off because present rewards and consequences are so much more . . . present. What’s going on right here, right now, looms so large in our brains that it obscures our view of the future. We tune out what might happen down the line, which is one of the reasons it’s hard to get things done on a deadline. We are all about right now. Future be damned. This makes it difficult to do what Dr. Barkley describes as aiming our behavior toward the future.12 We’re far more concerned with what is going to happen in the next five minutes than we are about what’s going to happen in the next five days.


A NOTE FROM KIM

For Penn, time is very fluid. He has time blindness. If we have a video shoot that is supposed to start at 9:00, at 8:58, he’ll be on the bed watching the Australian Open, unshowered and unshaven. Then he’ll tell me, “I’ll get ready in two minutes.” In his defense, Penn can do a lot in two minutes—such as orchestrate an entire piece of music—but the laws of physics still apply. Some things actually do take time, like fishing a clean pair of pants out of the laundry pile by his dresser and putting them on. Without someone to nudge him to kick it into gear, time is more like a suggestion to him. So I help keep the trains running by regularly checking on his progress and giving him reminders.



Your brain differences are real. They don’t simply affect how you experience the world; they influence how you behave when you go out into the world. In the next chapter, we’ll take a look at what it’s like to live in the world with an ADHD brain.




CHAPTER 4

THE ADHD EXPERIENCE

Last month, we were driving to the beach when I burst out singing, “Will she even make it down the aisle?” country music–style, with an Em/C/G/B chord progression.

Kim looked at me in a way that I have come to understand means, Where did that come from?

I said, “Oh, did you see that giant mural on a barn a few miles back? The one of a young woman in a wedding dress? She was smiling, but the smile was a little off. Like she wasn’t really happy. I wondered if she was marrying into a situation she wished she could get out of. Will she even make it down the aisle?”

This made all the sense in the world to me. It was totally natural for my brain to riff on the imagined backstory of a woman in a painting on the side of a barn and turn it into a song. Kim said, “I really wish I knew how you saw the world, Penn Holderness. Does it look like a cartoon with a bunch of singing Muppets?”
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Clearly, Kim was not thinking about that mural. Or wedding dresses. Or chord progressions. Even when we are right beside each other, our minds spin off in their own directions. It’s a never-ending conversation in our relationship: How different are the lenses through which we view the world?

Until Elon Musk gets Neuralink up and running, we humans will never be able to fully grasp what goes on inside each other’s heads. It’s hard enough to understand what’s going on inside our own heads. Not knowing if anyone else is experiencing the world the way you do can be very lonely and isolating. What if you’re the only one who leaves orange peels in the dryer? Or who picks up your phone after pickleball to find ten increasingly ticked-off texts from a friend asking, “Where are you???” because you forgot you had plans to meet them for coffee? Guess what. You’re not the only one. While life with ADHD looks different for everyone, there’s something reassuring in hearing about the ways ADHD adds a special sauce to everyday experiences for those of us with the condition.

In this chapter, we’re going to look at how ADHD affects my daily life—the ups, the downs, the d’ohs. I am just one person, but I hope reading about some of my experiences will give you the sense that you’ve got company as you walk through life with ADHD.

ADHD AT HOME

Left to our own devices, we are not a group of obsessive housekeepers, so ADHD homes don’t tend to be the tidiest places. Our desks may be cluttered, our closets may be messy, and our kitchens may not have been thoroughly cleaned in weeks. Despite the outward appearance, though, home can be a place of refuge, a place where we feel free to let ourselves relax away from the judgment of other people when we find our pens in the silverware drawer and our umbrellas in the dog’s bag of kibble. Our homes are also the backdrop for a magnificent buffet of ADHD behavior.

Daily Routines

Daily routines, even those that take place in the comfort of our homes, don’t always run smoothly for ADHDers. Stuff that is automatic for neurotypical people isn’t as much of a no-brainer for us. Just getting out the door in the morning poses obstacles and distractions we need to avoid, as if we’re Pac-Man running from hungry ghosts.

As a married couple where one of us has ADHD and one of us does not, we sometimes feel like we are part of a longitudinal study on living with ADHD versus living without it. For nineteen years now, we’ve been waking up and starting our days under the same roof, but our mornings are very, very different. To give you an idea of what this looks like in our house, here’s what happens on a typical morning.

A Tale of Two Mornings


Penn

7:20: I wake up. Kim has already had a cup of coffee and is ready to go over some things she’d like to discuss with me before she takes Lola to school. We go through her eight-point agenda. She goes back downstairs, and I go to sleep for fifteen more minutes.

7:35: I can hear my alarm going off somewhere in the house. I’m up! If everything goes perfectly, PC and I will be right on time for school. I head toward his room to tell him we are leaving in twenty minutes, but I catch a glimpse of my neighbor dragging recycling out to the curb. Is it recycling day? What do they do with all of that melted-down plastic anyway? I should look that up. Wait, where’s my phone?

7:40: I locate my phone (in the laundry basket) and skim through emails and texts. Then I do a quick scan of ESPN.com. I read the breakdown of last night’s Duke-UNC matchup. I remember how I got ketchup on my jersey the last time they played. Did I ever get that out? Why is ketchup so stainy? Remember that stain remover Didi Seven? Do they still make that? I google it and then watch a YouTube video of the infomercial where they turn those old yellow curtains bright white again. We should get some of that stuff.

7:45: I head downstairs to make eggs and sausage for PC and coffee for me. When I turn on the stove for the eggs, I tell Siri to set my alarm for fifteen minutes to remind me to turn off the stove. No burned eggs. No burned-down house. I glance at the clock and see I’m running a little behind. Where is PC?

7:52: My son comes downstairs. He has just checked ESPN.com too. We watch a couple minutes of game replay as the eggs get cold. Shoot! We need to be on the road in five minutes. Looks like it will be a car breakfast today.

7:59: We are in the car! PC eats slippery eggs and sausage on a slippery plate on his lap.

8:00: The alarm I set on my phone to remind me to turn off the stove goes off. I ask myself, ARE YOU SURE YOU TURNED THE STOVE OFF? I am not. I put my coffee on the roof of the car so PC doesn’t knock it over with his jackal-like eating. I run back into the house. Stove is off. Phew.

8:01: Back in the car. Forgot my keys in the house. Back inside. Grab keys. Back in the car again. Press the ignition and begin backing up.

8:02: We are off! (Finally.)

Kim

6:00: My alarm rings. I’m the first person awake in the house, and I cherish the few moments of quiet.

6:05: I drink a cup of coffee as I scribble thoughts in my journal.

6:20: I go downstairs. Penn’s left shoe is at one end of the living room, and the right one is at the other end. His hat is in the middle of the floor. The decorative throw pillows that belong on the couch are on the dining room table. My mornings are often like an episode of CSI as I replay scenarios in my head: What happened here? How did this get here?

6:25: I clean up and then make lunches for my teenage children, who could totally do it themselves, but I’m holding on to this small way I can show my love.

6:45: I make sure the kids have water bottles and snacks lined up on the counter, and I check the daily calendar for the evening youth sports schedule (which will inevitably conflict with our work schedule).

7:20: I go into our bedroom to remind Penn, who is still waking up, about Lola’s game this evening and the meetings we have scheduled for the day. I hope he won’t be snoozing—again—when I come back from dropping off Lola. (Can I admit that there have been days when I was feeling spicy and let them both oversleep because they needed to learn a lesson?) I come back downstairs to scan emails and reply to comments on yesterday’s blog post.

7:25: I hear signs of life upstairs. All good. I drive Lola to school.

8:01: I pull back into the driveway just as Penn drives off with his coffee on the roof, sending the mug flying to the ground. It explodes in an impressive display of shards. We really should switch to aluminum mugs.



Household Chores

Taking care of a home takes work. For lots of ADHDers, our to-do lists are accidental odes to the best of intentions. It’s not as though we don’t want to do the work around the house. We just get sidetracked by our extremely active brains. To give you an idea of how that happens, here is a transcript of what goes on inside my head when Kim asks me to take care of a chore:

Kim: Hey, honey, can you fold the laundry?

Penn: You bet!

ADHD: Hey, dude. S’up?

Penn: Come on. Not now. Didn’t you hear Kim? I have to fold laundry.

ADHD (to the tune of “Hunger Strike,” Eddie Vedder’s part): I’m doin’ laundrayyyyyy.

Penn (picks up Chris Cornell’s part): I’m doin’ laundraaaaaaaAAAAAYYYYYYY!
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ADHD: RIP Chris Cornell.

Penn: He had to be a top-five voice of all time.

ADHD: Totally. Who else is in the top five?

Penn: I can think about that later.

ADHD: Do it now!

Penn: Uh, okay. Whitney Houston, for sure. Johnny Cash . . .

ADHD: The Man in Black! Can you imagine how easy it was to do his laundry?

Penn: Crap, laundry! Okay, go away while I do this.

ADHD: Tell you what: I’ll be right over here wondering why men have nipples.

(Short pause)

Penn: Why do men have nipples?

ADHD: Right?

Penn: We don’t need them. We don’t make milk. Why are they here?

ADHD: Google it!

Penn: I will in a second. Just let me fold this sh—

ADHD: Now!

Penn (googles): Oh, wow! So apparently we have nipples because the Y chromosome doesn’t express itself until a few weeks after gestation in the embryo, so everyone starts out with nipples just in case that Y chromosome appears.

ADHD: You want to look at your nipples, don’t you?

(Kim walks in. Penn is staring at his nipples. No laundry has been folded.)

And that is why our house ends up a graveyard of half-completed chores.
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OUR ADH-DAD: AN INTERVIEW WITH MY KIDS

I wanted to get my kids’ perspectives on what it’s like growing up with a dad who has ADHD. So they would feel ever so slightly more inclined to speak freely, I asked Kim to handle the questions. Hard-hitting journalism follows:

Q: What’s it like having a dad with ADHD?

Lola: I’m so used to his behavior and mannerisms. I don’t really think about it. He can sometimes be forgetful—mostly about objects, not so much birthdays or other dates—but he makes up for it because he always has a lot of energy and he is very focused on being a good dad. I don’t think his ADHD really affects our relationship. He’s a lot more fun and funny than all my friends’ dads, and much more interesting. (Sorry, guys!)

Penn Charles: He has a lot of energy. He loses track of things, like he leaves his keys on top of the car—that’s a famous one—or the remote in the refrigerator, or his pants in the refrigerator. But he’s cool. I like him.





Our fact-checker disputes this assertion.






Q: Are there good things about having a dad with ADHD?

Lola: He has a really good sense of humor. He’s fun to watch TV with—and to hate-watch TV with. He also has a really good attitude. Like when he lost his bag on vacation, we were laughing at him and he was laughing at himself. It would have been terrible if he’d had a negative attitude.

Q: Speaking of negatives, are there any to having a dad with ADHD?

Penn Charles: When he focuses on something, you can’t get him unfocused. If he’s texting and I ask him a question, he’ll just sort of go, “Unnhunnhhh?” But also when I’m talking to him, he hyperfocuses on me sometimes and makes me feel special.

Q: Would you have been friends with him if he was your age—or would you find him annoying?

Penn Charles: I wouldn’t say he is annoying. We’d be friends. Definitely.

Lola: I absolutely would. For one thing, he’s really smart. Actually, that can be annoying. Where did he learn all this stuff? But from the way he has described himself as a kid, we’re very similar. I really love my dad. He’s amazing.



ADHD AT SCHOOL

As award-winning professor at the University at Buffalo Graduate School of Education Dr. Greg Fabiano pointed out in a webinar, if an evil scientist were tasked with designing an environment1 with the purpose of ruining the day of someone with ADHD, the scientist would crush the assignment by turning in a model of a typical school classroom. Starting at a very young age, kids are expected to come into a stimulating room full of posters, chalk, screens, and twenty or so other children, sit in an uncomfortable chair for approximately seven hours a day, and listen to an adult lecture on a topic that is likely of no interest to the average child. They receive very few breaks and almost no opportunities to get up and move around. Borrrrrrrring. It’s the perfect environment to elicit symptoms of ADHD.

Any kid who isn’t interested in a subject is at risk of zoning out, but an ADHD kid simply cannot help it. Work is messy, assignments go missing or are turned in incomplete, and tensions flare when classmates get annoyed by disruptions and interruptions. It’s not a great scene. Anyone who has been in school knows how standing out in any way can make you a target, and ADHD is no exception.

I got bullied when I was young. Don’t get me wrong, I definitely had friends and got along great with them. But because of my ADHD, I wasn’t always clued in to the social cues people were giving me about how to behave. I was an active, zany kid who loved attention. Some people thought I was weird, I guess, so pretty much every day from second to fifth grade, I got wet-willied or swirlied. That really made me mad.

(If you don’t know what swirlies are, I am happy for you.)

One day, I came home with wet hair after a swirly and locked myself in my room. My dad came to check on me. He was kind, calm, and patient like he always was, but I did not want kind, calm, and patient. What I wanted was to hear his plan for revenge on the kid who stuck my head in the toilet. I wanted him to say, “I’ll talk to his parents, and nothing like this will ever happen to you again, son.” Instead, my dad said, “Penn, what do you think that kid’s day was like? You think he was having a good day?” I told him it sure seemed like it, because he was laughing like a hyena. He smiled at me and said, “Let me tell you something. Every bully is a person having a bad day. Something bad happened to them, and that’s why they’re taking it out on you. Something at school, at home. The origin of every bullying event is pain.”
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Totally faking. Back then I had no idea how to play guitar.



I wanted him to Papa Bear it and go after that other kid, but instead he Papa Beared my instinct to assume the bullying was about me when it was really about the bully. That’s something I hope every kid, ADHD or otherwise, can remember if someone makes them feel like crap because they are different. It’s not your fault. It’s theirs—and it probably stems from something in their own life that is bothering them.

ADHD AT WORK

You’d also get pretty darn good grades in evil scientist school if you submitted a mock-up of your average workplace where people do desk jobs. More sitting. More expected quiet. More dull tasks. Then throw in some deadlines, some pressure, and some complex, multistep projects, and you are guaranteed to do a number on the ADHD brain. It’s common for people with ADHD to miss deadlines, procrastinate, overlook important details, and have trouble with project management.

Give me a choice between going to the dentist, sanding the deck, and sitting through a one-hour video conference with ten people, and I will sand the deck with my teeth before choosing the meeting. I am not good in a big group meeting with an agenda, particularly if the meeting’s online. There are way too many places for my brain to go other than that virtual room. I would rather have ten one-on-one meetings than one group meeting, because that way I can water one flower at a time instead of spraying my attention like a lawn sprinkler.

There’s no one who knows this better than our friend and coworker Ann Marie Taepke. You’ve seen her in our videos as our Midwest Neighbor, but she’s much more than that. She is a creative partner who manages the day-to-day at Holderness Family Productions. We found out very early that while I love the creative part of my brain, I could get lost in a song for three days and ignore every other detail. Ann Marie is our chaos coordinator, and she helps keep me focused.
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Oh, hey, there! That’s Ann Marie.





WHAT IT’S LIKE TO WORK WITH SOMEONE WITH ADHD

A Note from Our Producer, Ann Marie Taepke

I am honored to say I’ve been working with Penn and Kim for a decade now. Before I knew Penn, I attended a marketing conference about client management. One of the sessions coached us on how to “create legends” about the creatives in our marketing agency that explained their quirks to clients. For example, if you had a designer named Bob in a meeting and he was a doodler, you were supposed to tell the client, “When Bob doodles, he’s already designing your next project in his mind. He doesn’t want to lose his vision.” Sometimes this was true, but mostly Bob was just doodling because he was bored. Some of the most creative people on this planet are neurodiverse, so when you work at a creative agency, you have to find a way to protect those coworkers. They are not hired to sit in meetings; they are hired to be creative.

I’ve had to “create legends” for Penn from time to time because of his ADHD. It’s true that he really dislikes long, large client meetings, but unfortunately, sometimes he just has to be there. I’ve gotten really good at telling the difference between Penn spacing out because he’s writing an original song in his head and Penn just looking to bail.

If he’s in creative mode, I can say in front of the group, “Penn, you’re already writing this in your head, aren’t you?” And he will say yes. Then I let him sign off and be creative. If he’s in bail mode, I say, “Penn, I can tell you want to get started. Do you want to sign off and get going? I can fill you in on the rest later.” He practically signs off quicker than he can say good-bye.

When our team is working on a complicated project or something with a fast deadline, Penn channels his hyperfocus to make it happen. Penn’s ADHD is a large reason why we were able to create a new video every day on The Holderness Family social channels during the pandemic. His energy and determination rubbed off on the whole team at a time when we needed them the most.

The downsides of Penn’s ADHD are that he’s easily distracted and overwhelmed. Penn and I are creative partners, but sometimes I need to project-manage to keep us on track. Penn can get distracted by assignments he finds more interesting than whatever he’s supposed to be working on. He can also become overwhelmed if he gets overloaded or doesn’t have clear priorities. If you find yourself in a similar situation, I’ve found these tips helpful:


	Review the order in which assignments need to be completed and give a bulleted punch list when appropriate.

	Focus on more immediate tasks and set a special time to discuss long-term projects.

	Move work around if you find the person with ADHD needs help.



When Penn is overwhelmed, he has a hard time asking for help, but he always appreciates assistance from our team. We don’t ask how we can help him; we just start helping. We jump in while keeping a positive attitude to figure out priorities and workload. If we can get Penn back on track quickly, it’s almost like the roadblock never happened.

At times Penn’s ADHD makes my job more complicated, but more often it makes my job fun and exciting. ADHD makes Penn who he is, and our team wouldn’t change a thing about that.



ADHD IN THE WILD

Shopping

I love the TV shows where a British voice-over artist describes a cheetah stalking a gazelle. The British narrator would have plenty to say if he were watching me in the wild. Imagine, for example, me trying to make my way through Target to get some avocados, despite all the distractions along the way.

(Imagine this in a whispered British accent, à la David Attenborough.)

“The ADHD Man begins his journey through Target, unaware of the many pitfalls along the way. He locks onto produce, but suddenly the glare of a pair of aviator sunglasses catches his eye. He saunters over. The sunglasses remind him that he has yet to watch Top Gun: Maverick. The DVD is only three aisles away. On the way to the movie section, he sees an acquaintance who asks him if he wants to go to a basketball game with him. That reminds him he needs a needle for his son’s basketball pump. Twenty minutes later he returns to his home with a basketball needle, sunglasses, and a DVD of Top Gun: Maverick, even though he no longer owns a DVD player. Also he forgot the avocados.”
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Transitions

Transitions are tough for anyone, but for those of us with ADHD, transitioning between activities or locations can be a beast. Between wrapping up A and moving along to B, we encounter a lot of opportunities for things to go awry.

Last year, our family decided to squeeze in a quick vacation to Florida—get in, have fun, get out. But taking a break is a lot of work. In the days before you leave, you have to cram in extra work so you can justify the time off. Then you have to pack, get snacks, load yet another airline app on your phone, get everyone to the airport, etc. Airports are not the best places for ADHD brains. They’re loud, busy, overstimulating, and full of diversions like those little beeping golf cart things. Kim had us on task, making sure everyone was exactly where we needed to be at exactly the right time. We figured we’d save time by doing carry-on only, so we were each responsible for our own luggage.

As we waited for our flight, we were humming with manic energy. At one point, PC leaned on his suitcase, fell backward, and tossed a Milky Way across the gate. We were glad when it was time to board so we could get out of the chaos and into the relative quiet of the cabin. Because we had booked last minute, we were scattered in seats all over the plane. We reconvened after we deplaned.

While I waited for Kim to roll her bag down the causeway, I had a Home Alone moment. I saw her with her rolly bag and realized I had nothing with me. No bag. No personal item. Nothing. I broke out in a cold sweat. “Honey,” I told her, “I didn’t bring my luggage on the airplane.” (ADHD pro tip: Check your bags.)

Kim stayed incredibly calm as she asked me to retrace my steps. Did I leave it in security? Maybe I left it in the Sky Club when I went to go get coffee? I just couldn’t remember. I probably caused a bomb scare with my unattended bag.
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We called the gate back in North Carolina, and they had located my bag—but I was still in Florida without any clothes or toiletries or my inhaler. I had to leave Kim with the kids while I went to Target for resupply. Travel with kids requires a double-team defense, so I felt like crap that I left my teammate on the floor by herself.

My executive functioning had broken down. Amid the stress of multiple transitions required by travel, basic things fell by the wayside. That’s what happens with ADHD. It’s in the really chaotic moments that things slip through the cracks.

THE ADHD BRAIN IN ITS HAPPY PLACE

If we were in charge of the world, ADHDers would have a few ideas for making life more comfortable for us. Here are a few personal tweaks I’d suggest to make life more ADHD-friendly:


	There are no more lines in stores. ADHD people hate lines. In ADHD Land, you choose what you want to buy, pay with your phone, and leave. (Props to Starbucks and Whole Foods for figuring this out early.) However, you are welcome to thank any store workers who prepared your food or got your new Xbox out of the back room for you. But you don’t have to wait in line to do it.

	Restaurants don’t take reservations. You get priority seating if you show up and it’s your first time eating there. ADHD people are awful at making reservations weeks or months in advance. We never get a table for the latest hot spot. However, we love new experiences, so here in ADHD Land, it’s first time, first served.

	Cars are self-cleaning. When you get out of a car, a bunch of Jetsons-style robot arms wash out your coffee mugs, fold your loose clothing, and vacuum the chip crumbs from under your seat.

	Schools have twenty-minute class periods. ADHD people actually like to learn. Most of us can dial in for a brief period at the beginning of a class. After that, though, it goes downhill (with the exception of electives, which we love). However, when you mix stuff up, there’s a better shot at our tuning back in again, so let’s break up the school day. Shorter classes means more breaks, which is great for the ADHD brain.
We’ll call it the “staccato learning approach.” Everyone who goes to the school high-fives each other and says, “This is my brain. It’s awesome. We’re all in this together.” The classes that require sustained attention to something not immediately relevant to your life are taught not in textbook format with kids facing a teacher droning on about the New Deal, but in a more dynamic way. Maybe the teacher pretends to be FDR for a week or teaches angles through playing pool.





Penn’s Perfect ADHD School Schedule

At my School for Executive Function Difference, the school day would go like this:



9:00—Math

Break

9:25—English

Break

9:50—Science

10:15—History

Break

10:40—Art

11:00—PE

11:40—Lunch

12:40—Math (again)

Break

1:05—English (again)

Break

1:30—Science (again)

Break

1:55—History (again)




	Every product comes with a warranty that covers straight-up losing it. If you lose something, you would just send a note to the company saying, “Hey, I misplaced my headphones/tennis shoes/backpack again.” And they would say, “No problem. We’ll get you another one right away.”

	Golf is nine holes. Golf is a great game, but why do we always need to play eighteen holes? That’s like five hours on a busy course. No one needs to stand in the sun for five hours. Let’s just play a quick nine and double our scores.

	Disney makes more rides and lets in fewer people. Back to point number one. We hate lines. If Disney doubled the number of rides, even if they just duplicated the same rides, we would wait so much less, which would make us feel so much better about how much money we spend there. We have a feeling Disney would not exactly go bankrupt if they did this. Think it over, Imagineers.

	Sports breaks (halftimes, time-outs, Zamboni runs) are shorter. No one in the history of sports has ever been to a live event and thought, Man, I could have used a few more time-outs and more time watching someone trying to make a half-court shot for a thousand dollars. Let’s tighten these up and get back to the main event.

	Buffets are everywhere. This one might give the health-conscious folks out there a heart attack as they imagine warmed food on public display. But in ADHD Fantasyland, every restaurant is a buffet of fresh food. The combinations are boundless—a new dish every time you eat! You get to basically eat everything on the menu, and you don’t have to wait for it to come out.

	Movies cannot play in theaters if they are over two hours long, including previews and false endings. Movie people, you know you can edit stuff down, right? These days, it’s not uncommon to go to a Marvel movie that has twenty-five minutes of previews, then two hours and forty minutes of action, then another ten minutes of credits you have to sit through to get to the bonus ending. If you want us to know the names of everyone who worked on the movie, make us read them before we buy a ticket. Don’t make us hold our bladders for three hours. Just show the end of the movie, please.
Real-time update: I kid you not, my son just came up to me and asked me if theaters would ever consider “taking a five-minute break in the middle of movies.” My response: “Yeah, dude, they used to do that in theaters, and they still do it during Broadway shows. It’s called intermission.” His mind was blown, and so was mine—we get a ten-minute break on Broadway, where the shows are now shorter than Marvel movies. My son is a genius. Bring back intermissions!




ADHD BINGO

ADHD pops up in dozens of ways every day. It can be defeating to watch the symptoms piling up. To make it a little more fun, here’s a card for you to play ADHD Bingo:

Now that you have an overview of how ADHD influences your external behavior in the world, let’s go deep—deep inside. In the next chapter, we’ll move from how ADHD affects your brain to how it affects your heart.

ADHD BINGO CARD
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CHAPTER 5

THE EMOTIONAL SIDE OF ADHD

Emotions make us human. They are the miraculous result of our bodies’ experiences in the world, triggering chemical blitzes in our brains. It’s pretty remarkable that a combination of cells is responsible for the swooning feeling of first love, or the massive relief after nearly getting hit by a truck, or the ecstasy of watching our favorite sports team win a championship. But emotions can also be a lot, especially in an ADHD brain.

The aspects of living with ADHD we’ve looked at so far fall into the “logistics” category. That’s the stuff that crops up daily—arriving on time, not interrupting, trying to keep yourself from bolting out of line at the ATM because OMG, how can it take more than two seconds for someone to type in a four-digit PIN? But ADHD also has a huge impact on our emotions—both how big they are and how fast they change. In this chapter, we’ll look at how ADHD shapes our emotional landscape, for better and for worse.
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FEELING IT

Those of us with ADHD brains feel things hard. Emotions from joy to sadness to anger are full-body experiences. It might take us a little longer to develop an awareness of what we are feeling, but once we are tuned in, it’s on.

Here’s the puzzling part: Our emotions can switch gears faster than a Formula 1 driver. One moment we’ll be absolutely Hulking out, veins throbbing with anger. Seconds later, when we find out our favorite band is coming to town, we’ll be bouncing on our toes with excitement. What the . . . ?

Our friend Dr. Caldwell had an excellent way to describe how emotions work in the ADHD brain.

Remember the fishbowl? Dr. Caldwell described emotions in the ADHD person’s brain as a very strong dye in the water of the fishbowl. You add some red dye to the bowl, and very quickly the entire bowl turns crimson. Everywhere you look, the water is red, and everything you look at through that water also looks red. But then, if another drop of dye is added to the water, the water instantly switches over to the new color. Now nothing looks red at all anymore. Presto chango.

Let’s say a friend snubs you by not coming to your birthday party after they promised they would be there. Boom. Your entire experience of the party is colored by that feeling of rejection. Party ruined. The fishbowl water is gray. You kind of wish everyone would just go home. They probably don’t even want to be there anyway. You stew, unable to enjoy yourself until . . . another friend whom you haven’t seen for two years shows up as a surprise. Two things can happen, depending on your brain’s chemistry: One, you are so enveloped by the gray water that you can’t properly see this amazing person whom you normally adore, and you feel like a jerk for not being more pumped. Or, two, you think, Ohmigosh. How amazing to feel so loved! The fishbowl water is sunshine yellow! Now life is fabulous, and the feeling of rejection has vanished so completely it is like it never happened.

(Those of you who saw “sunshine yellow” water and giggled a little because it reminded you of pee? Me too.)
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EMOTIONAL AMNESIA

This is absolutely how emotions work for me. I could be in the Bahamas, overlooking the most beautiful beach I’ve ever seen, and if I get a text telling me that I let somebody down by forgetting I’d promised to call them, my emotions will automatically nosedive. That beach now looks like a slag heap, and all joy disappears as I wallow in my sad, murky world. It works the other way for me too. I can go from bummed out to overjoyed in a matter of seconds.

It’s like I have emotional amnesia, which can be unsettling for other people (like Kim). It can also make me feel like a feelings freak.

My wife internalizes everything. She can break down into genuine tears after reading an article about a building collapse in another country, and that feeling will linger with her for hours or even days. I, on the other hand, acknowledge the sadness—I’m not a robot—but pretty quickly I can get back to worrying about my tennis match later in the day. It’s not that I don’t get upset. I just don’t stay upset.

This came up this year with our different reactions to my mom’s health troubles. It’s pretty likely that my mom is approaching the end. She was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s four years ago. If someone gives you a choice of how to die, do not choose Alzheimer’s. It is horrible. She has gone from forgetting the occasional word to not being able to speak or eat in less time than it takes to get a college degree. It is a devastating way to die.

I recognize feelings of sadness about losing my mom this way. They overtake me in certain moments, and I feel them to my core. But I also move on from those feelings faster than other people seem to. I can get down on myself about why life seems to go on for me, asking, What the hell, Penn? Why aren’t you breaking down and crying about this? Do you not love your mom?

I’ll be honest. I’m worried that writing this makes me look like a monster—or like a regular old selfish a-hole. Is it okay that I’m happy when everyone else is indicating that I’m supposed to be sad? But I understand that my ADHD makes me weird at grieving. The pressure to feel something you don’t is really toxic. I want all of you reading to understand you’re not a freak if your feelings change like a kaleidoscope. That’s just how your brain is wired. It doesn’t mean you don’t feel things. You do, intensely. It just means your all-in brain can go from all-in on one emotion to all-in on another faster than a neurotypical brain.


A NOTE FROM KIM

We’ve been visiting Penn’s mom regularly, and each time we see her is more shocking than the last. I can tell when Penn is rocked by her decline. Last week, he got some news about his mom, and it was not good. He sat with it, and I could see the weight of his sadness almost physically crushing him. Then, a few minutes later, he stood up and said, “Okay, let’s go get the kids’ uniforms ready.” He acknowledged the suck but didn’t wallow in it.

We have different approaches to handling our emotions. When it comes to letting go of pain, hurt, or a bad day, no one does it better than Penn Holderness. The upside is that his quick-change emotions mean he has an incredible ability to forgive after a fight in a sincere way—not the way I do it, where I shout “I forgive you!” and then storm off in a manner that says, “Except I obviously don’t!” I’m still mad at people from high school.

It has taken me years of watching Penn cope differently than I do to understand his brain metabolizes emotions faster than mine. I no longer think it’s a bad thing for the pendulum to swing so far, especially when he’s going from negative to positive. To be honest, it used to confuse me no end—but who am I to judge how somebody gets through a really hard time? I am mourning the loss of Penn’s mom by eating ice cream and crying and staying in bed all day, but I don’t think that’s better; it’s just more socially acceptable. Sitting in the suck just doesn’t work for Penn, and there are times when I am envious of his ability to pull himself out of a hard spot. I try to respect his process the way I would want someone to respect mine.

During our most recent visit with his mom, he was sitting on her bed and holding her hand when he ripped a huge fart. His mother raised two boys, so she’s used to these antics. Though she can no longer speak, and though she spends more time asleep than awake, she mustered a grin and a grunt. We could see she was trying to laugh. His pain instantly became comedy. There’s something wonderful about being able to find lightness so close to the darkness.



BUT WAIT, THERE’S MORE! ADHD’S EMOTIONAL RIPPLE EFFECT

It’s hard enough that ADHD makes navigating everyday life more challenging. But the frustrations that come from your symptoms—the extra time it takes to complete a task, the fight to fend off distractions, your boredom intolerance—can feel like small potatoes compared to enduring the emotional fallout of living with a misunderstood disorder.

From a very young age, life is just harder for those of us with ADHD, and that constant struggle takes a toll. It’s as if we’re running through rain with an inside-out umbrella instead of taking an easy-breezy stroll on an empty sidewalk on a spring day. We make it home, but we’re drenched.

Starting when you’re a kid, you are asked to conform to a world that wasn’t designed for you. You’re expected to plunk down quietly in a chair, listen attentively, take diligent notes, regurgitate information at will, tamp down your impulses, follow instructions, play nice with others, be courteous and respectful, and keep your emotions in check—none of which comes naturally to you. And other people notice. Some of them might notice out loud and within earshot. You might have been labeled a “troublemaker” or a “problem child.” Some people might have called you stupid or lazy or complained you just were not trying hard enough. What a waste of potential. If your classmates found you disruptive or “too much,” they might have steered clear, leaving you feeling isolated and alone.
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As you grow into adulthood, expectations grow as well. Get places on time, be well-organized, and communicate clearly. Win at life. No matter how hard you try to meet the demands, it’s easy to feel defeated when your efforts don’t seem to go anywhere. Watching your peers set and meet goals with apparent ease can create feelings of envy. Feeling like the square peg is painful. Is it any wonder1 that approximately 40 percent of people with ADHD have been diagnosed with clinical levels of anxiety?

Our feelings about ourselves are heavily influenced by how other people respond to us. How many times has someone laughed at you for spacing out? Or made a snide remark at your expense? ADHDers are easy scapegoats when things go off the rails. Because of confirmation bias, when folks are wondering who let something slip through the cracks, heads turn to the person in the room with ADHD. When enough of these events pile up, it puts a strain on your self-esteem. Those external voices get internalized. You go from hearing, “I messed up” to “I suck.” This is what is known in Buddhism as the second arrow. The first arrow that pierces you is the fallout from a mistake. But it’s the second arrow—shame—that leaves a lasting wound.

Have you ever left a door open that led to a dog getting out, which led to your family crying and your whole neighborhood having to drop what they were doing to help? And when the dog was found and returned, did you imagine everyone sitting at the dinner table shaking their heads, saying, “They let the dog out again”? Yeah, me too. Not only is that self-destructive thinking common among us, but it’s something we can improve on. More on that later in this book, but here’s the deal: Not making it on time to an appointment because your brain has compromised time-management function is an actual limitation, not a character flaw. This can be very hard for other people to understand because our limitations are invisible. Those of us with ADHD can appear to have no differing abilities.

It is a constant battle to remember that you are not a screw-up. You just screwed up.

FEELING UNGROOVY

We were about to move from one house to another in our neighborhood. Kim and I decided I would take the kids to the beach for a couple of days so she could finish strong on her three-day marathon of cleaning the house to prepare to put it on the market. Yes, Kim was filling a dumpster with years’ worth of accumulated crap and making endless trips to Goodwill, but I was doing my part by slathering sunscreen on Lola and Penn Charles and keeping them from being eaten by sharks.

On the last day of the trip, I was washing sand off the kids’ feet. I congratulated myself. I’m doing amazing. I am Superdad. All I need to do is pack up and . . . Oh no. My keys.

The kids and I looked in every folding chair, bucket, umbrella, and cooler. For a microsecond, my heart lifted when I remembered the hide-a-key under the car, but then I remembered that I’d used that key last time I lost my keys. With every passing minute, my dread grew. I knew what was coming. I was going to have to call Kim—sweet, sweet, sweaty, sweaty Kim—and ask her to take four hours out of her exhausting day of making our home look like we never lived in it to come rescue us from a beach vacation. Cue embarrassment level eight. (Not ten. Not yet. Ten would come later.) Every option explored, I finally sucked it up and dialed Kim to break the news. There was stone-cold silence on her end of the line. Then a heavy sigh, followed by a terse, “Okay. I’m coming.”





Fun fact: If you turn a shark upside down2, the shark’s breathing slows. Its muscles become lax, and its dorsal fin straightens, rendering it almost helpless.

—Penn






I hate disappointing my wife. I hate it even more when it means she is going to have to stop what she is doing to save my butt.

Two hours later, I’d ordered the kids a pizza and sat them in front of the TV when Kim’s car pulled up. Before she even got in the house, I heard her yell, “Are you bleeping kidding me?” (She used a much more appropriate word than bleeping, but I will spare you that.) Kim appeared at the door and threw my keys across the room. Good thing her arms were tired from packing. I’d left them on top of the car in full view. She could see them sitting there as soon as she pulled in the driveway.

And that’s when embarrassment level ten hit. Actually, it was worse than embarrassment, because this wasn’t the first time—or even the fiftieth time—I’d been the chaos agent who let everyone down. What was wrong with me? I wanted to be Superdad, but I felt like a dud. Why couldn’t I do the simplest thing right? I felt like I was broken.

But I am not broken. I have ADHD—and it is a legitimate brain difference that throws up obstacles in front of us. I have to remind myself that life is messy sometimes, and that’s okay.

I GET SO EMOTIONAL, BABY

Feeling like you are broken is a vicious cycle. Your rotten feelings about yourself put stress on your executive functions, and your symptoms get even worse, which just leads to more bad feelings.

Let’s go back to Dr. Caldwell’s metaphor one more time. If we think of the ADHD brain as a fishbowl, we can see it has a limited capacity. When you are feeling emotionally regulated, you’ve got your fake seaweed and your castle to navigate. You can handle that swimmingly. (Sorry, I had to.) But if more stuff falls into the bowl, it gets hard for you to wend your way through. If you keep adding objects to the bowl, it will eventually become too full—and not only will you have a rough time navigating, but you’re also going to flood. When there is too much for one bowl to handle, your emotions spill out.

Flooding happens when we are overwhelmed, whether it’s from emotions or from too many demands on our executive functions.

FLOODING

You know how a three-year-old will have a meltdown when they reach the end of their rope? You watch as all reason leaves their body and pure animal fury takes over? I didn’t really get over that until pretty late in my life. Up until I was a teenager, or maybe even a young adult, when something struck me as unjust or too much to handle, I would flood. My ability to reason went out the window, and my body moved seemingly of its own accord. I’m a big guy with a big voice, so I can only imagine how scary I could seem when it happened.
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My emotions would wash over me like a tidal wave and drown my entire prefrontal cortex. I would go up to my room and rage. I’d thrash around and rip my posters off the wall, letting out a crazy sound as I released energy in a way that didn’t feel human. I’d throw everything I could get my hands on—pillows, books, trophies. There are still nicks in the walls of my childhood home because of how violently I hurled my trophies around when I was in that state. (These were math trophies, mind you, and they were, like, three feet tall—unlike my sports trophies, which for some reason were so small they could fit in the palm of my hand.) I never self-harmed or threatened to hurt another person, but it got pretty intense.

By the time I was done, I would completely forget why I was there. It was as if I had blacked out. Standing amid the wreckage, I would ask my mom what had happened, and she would tell me, “Well, I asked you to put your shoes in the closet . . .” Something that small would frustrate me so much that my emotions took over. I acted like I was mad at her, but I was really mad at the fact that I couldn’t get my act together to do something as simple as putting my shoes away.

To their credit, my parents would just let me do what I needed to do. They wouldn’t come in and say, “Stop screaming. The neighbors are going to call the police.” They would just let me go until I’d worn myself out thirty minutes later. Then they’d walk in and say, “Okay, what’s next?” At some intuitive level, they must have understood what Dr. Caldwell told us, which is that people who flip out don’t want to flip out. It just happens.

So what can we do? We can’t control whether we have ADHD or how other people think about us, but we can control how we think about ourselves. It’s time to change the narrative of what it means to have ADHD, which is exactly what we’re going to do in the next section.




PART 2

CHANGING THE NARRATIVE

The stories we tell are powerful. For too long, the story of ADHD has been, “Yikes, those folks are a hot mess.” It’s time to change that narrative, one person at a time.

A big disclaimer before we get started—I am not trying to optimism you to death. I have no interest in pretending life with ADHD is one big fireworks show. The challenges are too real to throw glitter at your symptoms and act as if ADHD is the Best Thing Ever. Mine is a both-and approach. ADHD is both a massive wallop and an asset if you learn to work with it. I am the last person to deny the impact ADHD has had on my life. I’ve been rocked and rolled and turned upside down, inside out, and sideways by my symptoms, but as I have learned to cope with the challenges of ADHD, I’ve been able to see another side to my brain’s unique structure: a brighter, shinier, happier side.

In part 2, I’m going to share some steps along the path to not only accepting your ADHD, lost glasses and all, but also embracing the gifts that come with having a truly awesome brain.




CHAPTER 6

YOU’RE GOING TO BE OKAY

Let’s get one thing on the record right away: You’re going to be okay. I’ve had my fair share of doubts and feelings of despair since I first started noticing my ADHD symptoms more than twenty years ago, but I’ve landed in a place where I no longer lose sleep over whether ADHD is ruining my life. I’ve learned to understand, appreciate, and even be in awe of my ADHD brain. I want that for you, too, but I also want you to know I understand how overwhelming ADHD can be.


A NOTE FROM KIM

A good friend of mine called me after her seven-year-old son was diagnosed with ADHD. Her voice was high-pitched with panic as she shared the news. She’s a project manager by profession, and she was determined to manage the heck out of this project. She’d already created cross-referenced files detailing potential medications and their published side effects, and she’d drawn up an annotated list of therapists who provided specialized treatment and guidance for families. If a spreadsheet could cure ADHD, she would have the patent. After she told me about the research she’d done, she asked me if I could share the strategies Penn’s parents had put in place to help him as a child, because she wanted to mine every available resource. It was clear she found the diagnosis hard to swallow. I knew she wasn’t alone in feeling overwhelmed. It is daunting to think about your child having to navigate a system that is not built for them. Being told your child has ADHD can be upsetting—especially if you consult Dr. Google and spend hours clicking through sites that list the ways ADHD can derail your life, which I have definitely done.

In a moment of vulnerability, my friend said, “I’m just so scared he won’t be able to hold down a job or find a partner. I’m terrified about what his future looks like.” That really spoke to me as a mom. We all want what’s best for our kids, and sometimes it can seem like what’s best is the smoothest road possible—not a pothole or bump in sight. But I know from living with Penn that a smooth road isn’t necessarily the best road. There are a lot of upsides to having an ADHD brain that make traveling that bumpy road worth the ride. My sweet friend didn’t need another link to resources or a set of step-by-step strategies from me. She needed to hear me say, “It’s going to be okay.”

And it will. It will be okay. Will it be hard? Yes. It’s hard to ask anyone to put tools in place to help someone with ADHD succeed in traditional school and work settings. But as Penn and I have learned, there are so many people walking this weird path of ADHD. They live vibrant, interesting, incredible lives. Having an ADHD diagnosis might take some getting used to, but it’s not a cause for panic. You’ve got this.



I’ll say it again: You’re going to be okay. And again, I don’t want to diminish the difficulties of living with ADHD, because they are real. ADHD is freaking hard. There are times when it feels like a never-ending storm system tearing through your life. There are times when you can’t seem to do a single thing right. Times when your ADHD mucks things up so badly you want to quit. But I am here to tell you that you’re going to be alright. With the right mindset and tools, you will learn how to manage your ADHD and be so much stronger for it.
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Making Progress

The good news is you couldn’t have picked a better time to live with ADHD. Yes, there are still deniers out there who don’t believe ADHD is real. (Seriously, people. It’s 2024. Get with the times. Yeesh.) But society overall has come a long way in embracing neurodiversity. In an interview, OG ADHD specialist Dr. Edward Hallowell said that when he first started researching ADHD decades ago, there wasn’t a lot of positive information out there about it. Everything he found was super negative.1 He explained that the emphasis on the dark side of ADHD could be partially traced back to the fact that most ADHD research arose out of a medical model, where the perspective is very much about pathology (figuring out what’s causing problems). This makes sense because when someone seeks medical intervention, it’s usually because they are struggling. No one ever goes to see a therapist because they want to brag about how creative and energetic they are. But focusing exclusively on ADHD-related impairments resulted in a pretty negative vibe.

Over the past few decades, however, researchers have gradually opened up to the upside of ADHD. Hallowell himself came to focus on the positive qualities, including creativity, originality, entrepreneurialism, and the ability to think outside the box. He realized that people with ADHD have bold vision. We are natural dreamers. We are intuitive, kind, and strong-willed. As he said, “You can’t buy or teach those qualities, and they’re very valuable. The downsides we can do something about. My job is to maximize the upside2 and minimize the downside.”

Dr. Hallowell said he considers having ADHD a gift—not one you necessarily asked for, mind you, but a gift nonetheless. He pointed out that we have very good ways of correcting for the disadvantages of ADHD. If you really set yourself to it, you can eliminate a lot of habits that stem from ADHD, whether it’s being late or being messy or cluttery, while at the same time “singing the song that you were born with3, which is your own.” We know a lot about how to improve life for people with ADHD. What we need more of is a mindset that grants you permission to sing that song.



ADHD BENEFITS AND DOWNSIDES
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YOU’RE IN GOOD COMPANY

When you’re having a bad ADHD day, it can seem like nothing will ever go your way. I feel you. One thing that helps lift my spirits is remembering all of the gifted people out there who have ADHD as well. They’ve had those awful days, too, but they remind me that having ADHD doesn’t mean you can’t reach the top of your field. The path you take to get there might not be the typical one—it will probably be a lot more interesting, if indirect—but ADHDers shine in fields as far-ranging as politics and poetry. If it weren’t for people with ADHD, we wouldn’t have the telephone4, lightbulb, car, phonograph, automatic door, or digital photography. That’s right: Without them, you’d be sitting in the dark with no music to listen to, and no way to call your buddy to figure out how to get your horse out of the garage so you can take a picture of him with one of those awful cameras that has a tripod and weird curtains you have to hide under. The number of talented and influential people with ADHD is amazing. Awesome, even.

[image: ]


Time to test your knowledge of some of the best-known members of our crew. (Also, did you know all these people have ADHD?)

Record-setting Olympic swimmer Michael Phelps5 ate approximately twelve thousand calories a day while training. How many pumpkin spice lattes would you have to drink to consume that many calories?



A.2

B.7

C.15

D.25



D. 25.5, to be precise. But it seems Phelps liked savory eats as much as sweet treats. According to his book6 Beneath the Surface, he would order “three sandwiches of fried eggs, cheese, lettuce, tomato, fried onions and mayonnaise; add one omelet, a bowl of grits and three slices of French toast with powdered sugar; then wash down with three chocolate chip pancakes.” For breakfast. For himself.

Phelps’s mother, Debbie, told ADDitude magazine that she used his interest in swimming to help him stay interested in his education, asking him questions like, “How long would it take to swim five hundred meters if you swim three meters per second?” (The answer is, Not long! I’m Michael Phelps, baby!)7

Which of the following does acclaimed chef Jamie Oliver like to collect?


	The souls of losing contestants on cooking shows

	Driftwood

	Antique cast-iron pans

	Fruit of the Loom undershirts



B. Driftwood8. The celebrity chef prefers making his cutting boards9 from driftwood rather than forking over a small fortune for one from a fancy store. In addition to ADHD, Oliver has dyslexia10, which puts him in the company of the 20–30 percent of ADHDers who have a learning disability, but it didn’t stop him from being inducted into the Culinary Hall of Fame.

Which of the following accomplishments can Solange Knowles claim?


	Leading scorer on her high school hockey team

	Artwork exhibited at the Guggenheim Museum in New York City

	First female artist to win a Grammy for Best R&B Song

	Top-ten finisher in Nathan’s Hot Dog Eating Contest



B. Multitalented Knowles has had artwork featured11 at some of the world’s premier art institutions, including the Guggenheim in New York City, the Menil Collection in Houston, and the Tate Modern in London. When the singer was being evaluated for ADHD12, she went for a second opinion because, as she told BlackDoctor.org, “I didn’t believe the first doctor who told me and I had a whole theory that ADHD was just something they invented to make you pay for medicine.”

Which of the following words are employees forbidden to use at JetBlue, brainchild of founder and fellow ADHDer David Neeleman?


	Fireball

	Spirit

	Passenger

	Cheap
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C. The employee manual forbids “crew members” from using the word passenger, because, as Neeleman put it, “A ‘passenger’ is somebody who is just a piece of baggage.” Employees are instructed to refer to the folks onboard the plane as “customers” instead. Slip up, and crew members are fined13 one dollar.

Like many people with ADHD, Neeleman has a deep well of resilience. He told Inc. magazine, “It doesn’t really matter what happens14 to you in life; it’s how you deal with it.”

At which of the following does Dave Grohl of Foo Fighters excel?


	Skeet shooting

	Installing drywall

	Axl Rose impression

	Embroidery



Trick question! It’s playing the drums. One of the greatest drummers of our age never took drum lessons. But also, he’s apparently not bad at skeet shooting15 or Whac-a-Mole either. Let’s not forget he also drummed for Nirvana, my favorite band of all time.

Grohl told Rolling Stone that he found a bunch of his old report cards in his mom’s house, and they revealed that from a young age, he’d always been driven to entertain the class. Sounds all too familiar16 to those of us with ADHD.

Which of the following jingles did Justin Timberlake sing?


	“I’m Lovin’ It”

	“Break Me Off a Piece of That Kit Kat Bar”

	“Brings Out the Tiger in You”

	“Who’s That Kid with the Oreo Cookie?”



A. “I’m Lovin’ It.” Mr. JT collaborated with Pharrell Williams, inspired by the German Micky D’s campaign “Ich leibe es.” He was paid six million dollars for the recording. Also, why are there so few jingles17 these days? (Sidenote: In my head I just wrote a jingle for “Why are there so few jingles these days?”)

Astronaut Scott Kelly set the record in 2016 for most days spent in space on a single spaceflight (340 days). He’s since been outpaced by Mark Vande Hei18 (355 days) and Frank Rubio (371 days). Which of the following people did Kelly call from space?


	Tom Wolfe, author of The Right Stuff

	His twin, Melissa

	Britney Spears

	Painter Bob Ross



A. Kelly called Wolfe for advice on which technology he used to write his books. Wolfe suggested a pencil, advice Kelly ignored. Perhaps because he knows how to focus on what really matters (the content, not the tool). As he told a reporter from the Dallas Morning News about his ADHD, “I’ve often found that one of the things that I was good at in space was prioritizing and focusing on the stuff that was really, really important. And it was easy for me to ignore the less important stuff—to say, ‘I don’t care about that.’”19 (And his twin’s name is Mark.)

Which distinction did Will.i.am’s song “Reach for the Stars” receive?


	First-ever song broadcast from Mars

	People’s Choice Award for Song of the Year

	Barack Obama’s favorite song of 2012

	Most downloaded song of 2012
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A. The song traveled more than 150 million miles from the Curiosity rover via radio signal back to earth.

Will.i.am credits his ADHD with helping his career, telling the Daily Mirror, “One thing I learned about ADHD is that it’s hard to keep your attention and you can’t sit still and you’re always moving and thinking about a whole bunch of things. But those traits work well for me20 in studios and in meetings about creative ideas.”

Which of the following is one of Channing Tatum’s hobbies?


	Getting ripped

	Slacklining

	Knitting

	Sculpting



Trick question again! A and D. Tatum sculpts clay and his body. He credits the arts for giving him an outlet for the frustration he felt about how his ADHD was handled. He told the New York Times, “The system is broken21. If we can streamline a multibillion-dollar company, we should be able to help kids who struggle the way I did.”

When did Dav Pilkey, author of the Dog Man and Captain Underpants series, come up with the characters for his mega-bestselling books?


	During long walks by the Jersey Shore

	While retiling his bathroom floor

	As he sat in the hallway where he’d been relegated during grade school because of his disruptive behavior

	At a Red Hot Chili Peppers concert



C. He used the time in time-outs to doodle his brains out, which is when he developed the ideas for Dog Man and Captain Underpants. Luckily, his parents saved the sketches. Pilkey says ADHD taught him22 to handle adversity, which prepared him to keep going when he received his first rejections from publishers. (Dav Pilkey is my son’s favorite author23, and he can’t be alone in that, since Pilkey has sold more than 130 million copies of his books.)

How did Simone Biles describe the feeling of being disoriented while she was up in the air during a routine?


	The twisties

	Flutterbyes

	Back flipperies

	The pukes



A. The twisties. Her brave assessment of what would be mentally healthy for her during the Olympics wasn’t the first time she became a mental health hero. In 2019, when she tested positive for Adderall (which she used to treat her ADHD), the Olympic gold medalist tweeted that “Having ADHD, and taking medicine for it is24 nothing to be ashamed of.”

Which of the following has television journalist Lisa Ling done for a story?


	Gone undercover as a medical coordinator in North Korea

	Impersonated a dogcatcher

	Held her breath for four minutes during a deep-sea dive

	Gotten calf implants



A. To gain entry into North Korea25, Ling claimed to be part of a humanitarian mission to help North Koreans with cataracts.

Ling had an unusual path to her diagnosis. She had been doing a story on ADHD and felt like what the experts were describing rang a bell. She went for an evaluation and found out that she did indeed meet the criteria. She said, “I feel a little bit of relief26 because, for so long, I’ve been fighting it and I’ve been so frustrated with this inability to focus.”



Getting to a place where you can see both the limitations and the potential that come with ADHD is a process. In the next chapter, we’ll identify some of the mental and emotional obstacles that might be holding you back, then try to clear the way toward an awesome future with ADHD.




CHAPTER 7

FACING YOUR ADHD

It’s one thing to get an ADHD diagnosis. It’s another thing to accept it and integrate it into your idea of who you are. Is ADHD your whole identity now? Is it something you should humblebrag about—or should you play it down around other people so they don’t pigeonhole you? Should you play the ADHD card any time something goes wrong? (Spoiler: No way!) Should you start your own ADHD-focused TikTok channel? The way you ADHD will be different from how I ADHD, which is different from how your best friend will ADHD. The important thing to remember is that life with ADHD can be creative, energizing, and full of adventure, but before you can live your best ADHD life, you have a boatload of barriers to overcome—starting with the diagnosis’s name (which I hate).

WORST. NAME. EVER.

Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder is the worst name ever. Look at what it’s made up of: “Attention” isn’t so bad, but the rest of the phrase is three really negative words in a row. It’s a huge bummer of a name, and it does not feel good to have it applied to you.
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When I got my diagnosis, the doctor sent me home with a piece of paper that spelled out the full acronym. I did not like the look of those words on the page. First of all, I didn’t think I had hyperactivity. I certainly didn’t think that I had a deficit, and I just genuinely don’t like the word disorder. Some of the relief I’d felt at getting the diagnosis was deflated by the connotations of the actual words used to describe it. To be fair, it could have been worse. He could have used the original term for the condition: minimal brain dysfunction.


Which Past Name for ADHD Was the Worst?


	Clumsy child syndrome

	Hyperactive child syndrome

	Hyperexcitability syndrome

	Hyperkinetic impulse disorder

	Hyperkinetic reaction of childhood

	Minimal brain dysfunction

	Morbid defect of moral control





I wish we could change the name. As a musical person, I came up with the nickname staccato to describe how it feels to be inside my brain. Musicians use the term to describe sharp, short notes that can sometimes be all over the place but are full of energy and usually very upbeat. So maybe we could switch to that?

I’m not the only one who has issues with the name. Dr. Steven Kurtz said, “If I could give one gift to the field of ADHD1, it would be to change the name to attention modulation disorder, instead of attention deficit disorder. Because so much of the time it’s an attention surplus, not an attention deficit.” Preach, Dr. Kurtz.

Dr. Hallowell also agrees a name change is in order. As he sees it, the current name is inaccurate. He explained, “I reject the deficit disorder model because it’s wrong, and it’s demeaning. When you use it, you get started on the wrong foot. Would you want to marry someone who was referred to as ‘boring, stupid, and ugly?’ That’s kind of what the current name is saying.”2 He’s been a longtime proponent of trying to change the name to VAST, which stands for “variable attention stimulus trait.” I could get on board with that. I mean, I could get on board with essentially any other name.

Just off the top of my head, here are a few other terms that would make better names than attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder:


	Selective focus advantage

	Executive function delay

	High aptitude hyperfocus (HAH!)

	Varied attention spectrum difference (VAS difference) (Sorry, couldn’t help myself.)

	Boredom intolerance syndrome

	Really, anything would be better




ADHD Renaming Generator

Directions: Use the following exercise to help rename ADHD.


	Choose an adjective to describe your brand of ADHD.

	Choose one of the following words: mind, brain, regulation, or executive function.

	Choose a word you say when you are excited.



Example: Messy Executive Function—yay!

_________________ _________________ ________________



I don’t think I’ll ever really come around to the full name attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder. But I will admit I have gotten used to the acronym. It’s like when you meet a bald guy named Harry, and at first you’re like, “Ohmigod, what a terrible name for you!” but over time, you get to know Harry as someone who is great at darts and who crushes his version of “Sweet Child O’ Mine” at karaoke, and eventually the name becomes invisible. You see Harry for all he brings to the table, not for his unfortunate name. Until we get the ADHD name changed, let’s try to see it as invisible. (Wait, can you see something as invisible?) Let’s focus on the people behind those four letters instead of letting those four letters define us.
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Awesome, Just Awesome

The name sucks, but the statistics on the many horrifying ways ADHD can complicate your life suck way more. From mental health effects to financial blows, ADHD is associated with an awful lot of bummers. It’s tempting to put your hands over your ears and try to la-la-la them away, but knowing what you might be up against is a powerful protector. Let’s get real and look frankly at some scary facts.

If you have ADHD, you are more likely than people who don’t to experience the following:


	Get fired from your job3

	Suffer from anxiety and depression4

	Have a learning disability5

	Receive as much as 80 percent6 more criticism during your school years

	Get divorced7

	Have a drug or alcohol problem8

	Repeat a grade9

	Die earlier10

	Be sleep-deprived11

	Drop out of high school12

	Go to prison13

	Have an accident14

	Get a speeding ticket15

	Carry debt16

	Make less money17

	Have delays18 in meeting developmental milestones

	Be sexually active earlier19

	Have an unwanted pregnancy20

	Contract a sexually transmitted infection21

	Require dental work22

	Be overweight23





Whew. That is a rough list. It reads like the side effects of a sketchy new medication that hasn’t won FDA approval. But I cannot emphasize enough that statistics are not destiny. Just because a circumstance is more statistically likely does not necessarily mean it’s more likely for you. You have agency and power to control your future.

You’ve got the list. Now it’s time to prove that dumb list wrong.



FIVE ADHD MISCONCEPTIONS TO EXCISE FROM YOUR BRAIN

Even if you have a Shaq-sized sense of self-worth, a handful of common misconceptions can sow seeds of self-doubt. The next obstacle we’re going to chip away at is those pesky myths that calcify in your brain, preventing you from living your best ADHD life if you let them sit there undisturbed.

1. An ADHD diagnosis means there’s something wrong with me.

Even the word diagnosis feels like a big finger pointing at you and saying, “Something is wrong with this one.” But a diagnosis is not a criticism. It’s simply a description. Think “six foot five” rather than “gigantic”—or “costs one million dollars” instead of “overpriced.” An ADHD diagnosis merely says, “Your brain is this way,” with no value judgment attached.

2. I am the only person I know going through this experience.

Another thought you’ll need to challenge is the belief you are the only one in the entire world who is fighting these battles. I understand. I remember a day back in 1993, when I was in college. A very creative psychology professor brought a student up to the front of the class and put a pair of headphones on the student’s head that totally canceled all noise, including the sound of his own voice. (This was before noise-canceling headphones were ubiquitous.) He was suddenly completely unable to speak! Most people laughed and moved on, but as an aspiring musician, I was fascinated. How did these miraculous headphones work? Could you feed in music or other audio while canceling the background noise? Could you buy these at RadioShack (remember RadioShack)? Could I use the same tech to cancel out unwanted ambient sound when I was recording multiple tracks on my music recording system? How much would I pay for headphones like those? (Spoiler alert: A lot.)

All of a sudden, the class was over. I had missed the last thirty minutes, and as a result, I failed the test the next day, though my friends said it was one of the easiest tests they had ever taken. About seven years later, Bose’s QuietComfort noise-canceling headphones hit the mainstream market and eventually made Bose, Beats, and Dr. Dre boatloads of money. All I had to show for it was a big fat F.
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ADHD can be isolating or, at the very least, make you feel like the one ugly duckling in a basketful of cute baby chicks. But you are far, far from alone. While it might feel like everyone else has a neurotypical brain, they don’t. Somewhere between 15 and 20 percent24 of people have some sort of neurodivergence. If all of us neurodivergent types got sucked up and sent to an alien planet, earth would be pretty dull. The giant space party would be where all the interesting stuff is going to happen.

3. ADHD behaviors are choices.

Wrong, wrong, wrong. This is one of the most pernicious and frustrating myths about ADHD, because it makes it sound as if we are to blame for our challenges. As Dr. Edward Hallowell and Dr. John Ratey put it in their book Driven to Distraction, ADHD is “a neurological condition not under the control of individual will.”25 We no more choose to zone out than someone with deafness chooses not to hear. Voluntary actions require conscious thought and determined decision-making. Even things that feel entirely automatic, such as brushing your teeth, are voluntary behaviors because you can decide not to do them (even though that would be a very bad idea). Not so with involuntary behaviors like digestion and our heart beating, which are hardwired into our systems. The behaviors that come with ADHD are involuntary.

As Dr. Norrine Russell, executive function and ADHD coaching expert, explained, ADHD behaviors are manifestations of our neurodevelopmental disorder.26 The word we use to describe those behaviors is symptoms. Just like a runny nose and itchy eyes are symptoms of a pollen allergy, leaning back in your chair, interrupting, or spacing out are symptoms of ADHD. She pointed out that when someone with allergies sneezes, we don’t insist that they get it together and quit with the sneezing already. No, we recognize the sneezing as a symptom and treat it accordingly. Telling someone with ADHD to “Pay attention!” is like yelling at someone with a stutter to “Just spit it out!”

BREAKING DOWN VOLUNTARY VERSUS INVOLUNTARY ACTIONS








	Voluntary

	Involuntary




	Ordering a chalupa from Taco Bell

	Digesting Taco Bell




	Watching Jurassic Park

	Startling (reflex) when a velociraptor jumps out




	Guzzling water after pickleball

	Hiccuping




	Studying for your math test

	Heart racing at the sight of your math grade




	Laughing at a dad joke

	Behaving like someone with ADHD







A NOTE FROM KIM

I cringe to admit this, but it took me a long time to accept that Penn’s symptoms are involuntary. I had an aunt who had polio. She used a wheelchair to get around. It made absolute sense to me that she needed accommodations like a ramp installed in her house and the little grabber thing she carried around with her. It was obvious to anyone who looked at her that those were essential. With Penn’s ADHD, I can’t always see it, which sometimes makes it hard for me to hold in an exasperated sigh when he leaves all the cabinet drawers open in the kitchen. But reminding myself that he just can’t help it tempers my frustration. Do I wish he would close the damn drawers? You bet. But I know it’s not his fault. He needs accommodations the same way my aunt did.



4. There is nothing I can do.

ADHD is a brain difference, which means you cannot eliminate it. There is no “cure,” but brains are incredibly flexible. They can change and grow in amazing ways—a phenomenon known in neuroscience as neuroplasticity. Even Dr. Russell Barkley, who pulls precisely zero punches when it comes to the downsides of ADHD, calls ADHD the “most treatable disorder in psychiatry.”27 If you have ADHD, you likely have a weakness in certain areas, or a delay in developing certain skills—not a total absence of those skills. If you can build strategies into your life—systems that give you assistance and practices that help you stay regulated so you can perform your best—you can boost your abilities. In the last few decades, I’ve used ADHD hacks to listen better, and to keep my phone and keys from disappearing. More on that coming shortly.

Your symptoms are involuntary, but their severity and frequency can be managed. You’re not totally at the mercy of your ADHD mind. Just like there are things you can do to regulate your breath and heart rate, there are strategies for controlling your symptoms of ADHD. (In part 3, I’ll give you some techniques for strengthening your skills and managing your symptoms.)

5. Having ADHD is a badge of shame.

You may have become accustomed to being thought of as “less than” or “other.” You may have even come to believe that about yourself. I don’t blame you. I’ve certainly had my fair share of haters, and it has caused plenty of self-doubt. Getting out of that mindset can be a profound shift—one that is wildly freeing. It starts with acknowledging ADHD is not something you chose, and therefore, it’s not something you should feel responsible for. If you have a peanut allergy or type 1 diabetes, you shouldn’t be embarrassed about it—and you shouldn’t be embarrassed by having ADHD either. It’s not your fault. You didn’t ask for it or stand too close to someone with ADHD to catch it. Baby, you were born that way.

Shucking off the stigma of ADHD is the first step in living authentically as the real, truly excellent you—a person who doesn’t need to apologize for your differences (unless they seriously infringe on someone else’s health or happiness—it’s not a get-out-of-jail-free card). It’s time to get the message out that there’s no shame in the ADHD game.

AND ONE TO ELIMINATE IN OTHER PEOPLE’S BRAINS: “IT’S NOT A THING . . .”


A NOTE FROM KIM

The response we get from our ADHD-related content is overwhelmingly positive. People seem truly grateful for an honest but upbeat take on the ADHD life. But it’s the internet, so you’re going to have haters. I remember one time I posted an Instagram story about how much I loved grapefruit, and within hours I got messages replying, “But what about strawberries? They are so good right now. You should be talking about strawberries.” And that was just about fruit. When it comes to something as complicated as ADHD, people have plenty of hot takes—including those actively dismissing the diagnosis as a cop-out.

People will write things about Penn like, “Oh, my God, turn it off, dude!”—as if he’s faking his exuberant, spirited personality. I know that can be painful for him, because that jazz-hands thing? That being at a ten all the time? It’s not something he made up for Facebook. That’s my man. That’s just who he is. When we are driving and a song he likes comes on, he will dance so enthusiastically that the car will bounce like we have hydraulics. I love that about him, and I am so proud of him when he gets back out there after a snarky comment and lets his creative ADHD brain work its magic. Back off, haters. Penn has a pretty healthy sense of self-esteem, so I know he can roll with it when someone is a jerk in response to his antics. But I get fired up when I read flat-out denials of ADHD’s existence.

One commenter said, “It’s a boredom allergy.” Another: “Parents are just looking for ways to get their kids special treatment.” What drives me crazy about this is the fundamental denial of another person’s experience. If you tell me that watching Dumb and Dumber makes you laugh until you cry, I might not have that same experience, but it defies logic for me to deny how you experience Jim Carrey and his fugly haircut. (Fun fact! Jim Carrey has a naturally chipped front tooth. He simply removed his veneer cap for the movie to get that look.) Refusing to accept that a person is the most reliable reporter of their own life demonstrates a compassion deficit. Why not just give everyone the benefit of the doubt?

After witnessing the ADHD brain up close and personal for the last twenty years, I can attest this is not just an aversion to boredom. We are all wired to avoid the discomfort of boredom. But there is so much more to ADHD than a population of people who don’t like video conference calls. I see how Penn wrestles with ADHD every single day. Sometimes I can tell it is terrible for him. If he were going to make up a condition, it would be something way less painful.

Waving off the existence of ADHD decreases the chances that people will act with understanding of ADHD behaviors, which just makes life harder for people with ADHD. It’s crucial that we normalize acceptance.

When asked if there was one thing he wished people would understand about ADHD, Dr. Stephen Hinshaw—Distinguished Professor of Psychology at the University of California, Berkeley, and former president of the Society of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology—said simply, “It’s real.” He went on to say, “It’s not that people with ADHD are not trying28. In fact, they are trying hard, just with ineffective strategies.”

The bottom line is: ADHD is real, people.



Embracing your ADHD grants you permission to lean into your strengths while you work to shore up your weaknesses. But first, you need to get your mind right about ADHD.
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CHAPTER 8

OPERATION MINDSET SHIFT

Changing how you think about ADHD isn’t easy. When people dismiss your challenges as laziness or rudeness, it can feel like the whole world is part of a campaign to convince you you’re doomed. It can also feel that way when the medical establishment chooses to focus only on your problems, not your abilities.

Dr. Hallowell tells his patients1, “I don’t treat disabilities; I help people unwrap their gifts.” And patients often respond, “If it’s a gift, where do I return it?” They have become accustomed to focusing only on the ADHD symptoms that cause frustration in their lives, which is a shame. There is so much to appreciate about ADHD if only people knew where to look.

It’s time to stop telling yourself, I’m going to get over this. Instead, get ready to own your diagnosis. You have ADHD. It truly can be awesome.


“The biggest need right now2 is not more science—although we always need to advance that—it’s PR. It’s changing the image, getting rid of stigma, and spreading the success stories.”

—Dr. Edward Hallowell



THE FIVE STAGES OF OWNING YOUR ADHD IDENTITY

Our favorite metaphor-maker and ADHD expert, Dr. Marcy Caldwell, spends a good portion of her practice helping her patients come to terms with their ADHD diagnosis. She says there are five stages people go through3 as they wrestle with what an ADHD identity means for them. The earlier stages are the toughest, as we neurodiverse peeps don’t feel great about ourselves. The path to acceptance typically goes through the following stages of belief:


	Neurotypical is right. Neurotypical is the norm, the way to be. Everyone should behave as if they have a neurotypical brain, including me. After all, the world sure feels like it was designed for neurotypical brains, so if I want to succeed, I’d better act like I have one too.

	Uh-oh. I don’t seem to have a neurotypical brain. This is harder than I thought. I’d better get to work fixing myself so I can fit in. Let’s see how I can contort myself to conform to the world around me.
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	Hmm. Changing who I am doesn’t seem to be working. No matter what I do, I can’t seem to iron out the kinks in my brain. I don’t seem to be getting “fixed.” That kind of sucks.
Then, in the final two stages, we accept who we are and we correctly realize:


	This is the brain I’ve got. I should learn to work with it. Okay, I’ve tried changing who I am, but that failed. Maybe I don’t really need to change. In fact, maybe this brain of mine is actually kind of cool.

	I’ve got strengths and weaknesses; you’ve got strengths and weaknesses; we all have strengths and weaknesses. Mine are different from yours, but that doesn’t make them better or worse—just different. How can I support my weaknesses and build up my strengths? What can I do to celebrate the strengths of others and support their weaknesses?



It’s taken me a while to get there, but I am happy to say I am definitely in stage five. If you sat me down, put a button on the table in front of me, and said, “Push this, and your ADHD will vanish,” I wouldn’t push it. My ADHD is a part of me—a great part of me. It’s the part that helps me focus for hours at a time on writing lyrics that make millions of people smile. It has given me a great sense of perspective, the ability to laugh at myself, empathy, and a massive amount of curiosity. I wouldn’t trade my brain for anyone else’s.


A NOTE FROM KIM

Penn has walked the ADHD journey a long time to get to acceptance. Every single day he encounters a new wrinkle. I’m proud that he has embraced his brain in a way that inspires other people to embrace theirs.



FOUR WAYS TO GIVE YOURSELF AN ADHD ATTITUDE ADJUSTMENT

Director James Cameron said, “Don’t put limitations on yourself.4 Other people will do that for you.” (Sidenote: He definitely doesn’t put limitations on his movie budgets!)

Yes, it’s necessary to acknowledge the potential downsides of ADHD, but it’s not necessary to dwell on them obsessively. Negativity is a habit of mind. It’s also a never-ending cycle. It can seep in and contaminate how you feel about yourself, which can stress you out, which can make your symptoms worse, which can make you feel bad about yourself, which can stress you out, which can make your symptoms worse. You get the idea.

Here are four techniques you can try to give your attitude about ADHD a tune-up.

1. Tweak your self-talk.

When something goes wrong, which of the following best resembles what goes through your head?


	Wuf, that was a mistake. Foiled again by ADHD!

	How could I have done something so stupid? I am an idiot.

	It wasn’t my fault. The whole world is against me.



I realize that is like one of those quizzes in a women’s magazine where it is insultingly transparent that the person who made the quiz is trying to get you to realize something about yourself. I want you to see that the way you talk to yourself about your ADHD symptoms will color how you perceive them, which in turn will color how you feel about yourself.

Our imaginations are breathtaking. We can use our minds to imagine what it might be like to build a sandcastle on Saturn or eat spaghetti with guava sauce or what it felt like to be an Aztec warrior fending off Cortés, but imagination has its pitfalls too. Our amazing brains can envision fantastic scenarios, but they can also generate unnecessary distress.

Let’s say you are in a conversation and realize you have just talked over someone who was sharing something personal. Uh-oh. She probably didn’t like that. Right away, you feel an increased heart rate as your brain registers the threat of potential social isolation when the other people in the conversation give each other looks that say, What’s with this guy anyway?

[image: ]

As a species, we are dependent on one another for survival. As a result, our brains interpret social isolation as a threat as real as a fire. This is where our brains hit a snag. Instead of acknowledging there is no real threat to our safety after a conversational flub, we dwell on what went down, replaying the scenario in our heads. We what-if ourselves into a panic. What if they think I’m an a-hole? What if they cut me out of the conversation? What if they tell everyone not to talk to me again? These wretched thoughts can lead straight to self-criticism. Why did I say that? What’s wrong with me? I’m such an idiot.

It’s important to note that we are the only creatures on earth who do this. You never catch a cat saying, “Thank goodness those firefighters arrived when they did. I would have been up in that tree all night. I’m lucky they saved me from my own stupidity!” As soon as they are down on the ground where they can feel safe again, they’re off chasing squirrels—no trace of self-recrimination.

When you are self-critical, you’re basically bullying yourself. Your inner voice is the jerk cutting you down with insults. Try trading in your bully for a cheerleader—someone who has your back, takes the most loving interpretation of your actions, cuts you some slack, and high-fives your wins. Your own brain should feel like a safe space, a haven, a place where you can escape the negativity that comes at you in the world.

Our brains are every bit as capable of conjuring up good scenarios as bad ones, so next time you are tempted to chastise yourself, try these four Rs instead.


The Four Rs of Reframing


	Recalibrate. Ask yourself, Was that really so bad? Imagine you are watching the event going down in an online video. Would you stick with the video until the end, or would you scroll right past it because it’s such a common mistake?

	Remember: It’s not just you. There is no negative thought you have had about yourself that someone else with ADHD hasn’t thought about themselves too.

	Remind yourself: It’s not me; it’s my ADHD. You are so much more than your ADHD. ADHD is part of you, but it does not define you entirely.

	Reward yourself for being compassionate with yourself. To train your brain to make self-compassion a habit, use positive reinforcement. Did you cut yourself a break for showing up five minutes late? Have some Mentos. Were you able to say, “Eh, I’ll play in my sneakers,” when you forgot your high-tops for your pickup game? Call first pick of teammates. Did you have the presence of mind to say, “I’ll do better next time,” when you mixed up the slides in your presentation deck? Take a five-minute walk around the block to blow off steam.





We are on the receiving end of enough insults without adding to the pile ourselves.

2. Accept your differences.

Dr. Hinshaw encourages a mindset of radical acceptance when it comes to ADHD, emphasis on the radical. When something is radical, it is outside the norm—a little scary, maybe, potentially upsetting the order of things. Yep. That’s ADHD. I love the idea of radical acceptance because the opposite of radical acceptance is radical rejection. We get enough rejection from other people, so why impose it on ourselves?

I like to think of radical acceptance as analogous to parenting a child who is not like you. If you are a party-in-a-pair-of-pants type of person, you might look forward to chasing your kid around the playground as she leaps from the monkey bars into the sandbox, making friends during games of tag. If, after your daughter is born, you notice she is more inclined to hide under the monkey bars than to leap off them, you have two choices: You can spend every visit to the tot lot encouraging her to “go have fun” and talk to the other kids and try the highest slide, or you can meet your kid where she is and offer to sit beside her as she quietly blows bubbles. If you choose the first, you’re looking at a future of fights and tears because you are imposing your idea of what playtime should be like instead of accepting what playing happily looks like for your kid. You have to let go of who you thought your kid would be and start paying attention to who she actually is. Letting go of an idea of how you thought your or your loved one’s life might unfold after an ADHD diagnosis is a painful but necessary step.
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Every single person on this planet was born with limitations. Maybe you can’t sight-read music, you need a stool to reach items on the top shelf, or you look like a dope when you try to curl your tongue. Limitations are real, and really annoying at times. However, fighting against them just makes things harder for you.

I want to be careful here to point out that accepting your differences doesn’t mean succumbing to them. Along with acceptance is radical commitment to opening up, getting needed help, and trying out new tools and strategies. No one is telling you to throw out your watch because you’ll never get anywhere on time anyway. But before you can get serious about showing up, you first must acknowledge that sometimes you lose track of time. In part 3, we’ll look at ways you can support your areas of weakness and arrange your life so you can thrive—but for now, start by granting yourself permission to accept that you have a brain difference.

3. Repeat after me: Compare leads to despair.

Just about every book about ADHD references this quote often (mis)attributed to Albert Einstein: “Everybody is a genius. But if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its whole life believing that it is stupid.” It’s the ADHD equivalent of a “Hang in There” poster in an office cubicle.

It’s a great message. If you’re a fish, you shouldn’t worry about whether you can climb a tree. You will never beat a monkey, squirrel, cat, or chipmunk at tree-climbing. Instead of spending your time and energy wishing you could be a monkey, why not be pumped about being a fish? Fish can breathe underwater—the substance that covers 71 percent of the earth’s surface—for crying out loud. Let’s see a monkey do that. Like a fish, you have so many gifts that are unique to you. You are visionary, wildly creative, funny, willing to take an occasional risk, and able to do the kind of out-of-the-box thinking other people can only dream of.
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Okay, yeah, you’re not the best shoe organizer, and you might not always remember to throw your tissues in the trash can. But is being the best shoe organizer or the GOAT of tissue-tossing even something you want to be? Is anyone coveting a trophy for cleanest car? Wouldn’t you rather be fulfilled and driven by your incredible creativity?

The world is a better place because of neurodiversity. Because of the wide variation in how our brains are wired, there is a wide variation in how we experience and interact with the world. No one way is the “right” way for everyone. The only right way is the one that works for you.

A good action you can take to improve your attitude is to avoid comparing yourself to other people—whether they have ADHD or not. Comparison is insidious. It gets in your head and undermines your happiness. You can’t celebrate your wins because comparison shrugs and says, “Yeah, nice job on that painting, but you suck at listening.”

Pretty much the only arenas where a direct comparison between the skills of two people makes sense are contests for swimming, running, skiing, or chess. So unless you’re a pro athlete or an aspiring chess grand master, stop comparing yourself to other people and remind yourself of your incredible and unique strengths.

When I catch myself comparing myself to someone else, I remind myself of what Mr. Rogers said: “There is only one person5 in the whole world like you, and people can like you just because you’re you.” I don’t need to determine how I stack up against other people. I am number one at being me. Thanks, Fred.

4. Put things in perspective.

When something goes haywire and you sense a tingle of shame creeping up on you, ask yourself, Is this moment—this exact moment right now, taken in isolation—a huge deal? Like, is anyone going to die? Or lose a limb? How about a finger? Most of the time, the mistake is not a big deal if you don’t make it into one. It’s usually a hiccup, not a heart attack. When you’re in the cortisol-induced jaw clench, this can be hard to remember, so if you start to hear a little voice in your head berating you for missing an appointment or forgetting your phone at home, instead of indulging that voice, ask yourself, Am I going to laugh about this later? The answer is nearly always yes.

FOR THE NEXT TIME YOU MESS UP








	If you forgot . . .

	Then you should . . .




	A doctor’s appointment

	Reschedule and set a reminder




	Your phone at the house

	Go back home to get it




	Your best friend’s birthday

	Make it special a day later (and if they’re your best friend, they probably understand you by now)






THE REFRAME GAME

If you really want to own your ADHD identity, you’ll need to reframe how you think about the traits that come with ADHD. You can think of your ADHD brain as a blessing or a curse. If you have a choice, why not choose blessing?

Your thinking shapes your experience, and your mindset is all about what you choose to focus on. If you think of a quality that comes with ADHD as a real pain in the butt that makes your life miserable, you’re going to look at it as negative, even if it has a positive side (thanks a lot, confirmation bias). But if you can focus on the positive and then look for evidence to affirm that perspective, the practice will do a lot to change your feelings about ADHD. The trick is to train your brain to spot the positives and latch onto them instead of getting hung up on the negatives. When you dwell on the positives, you’re putting a new dye in your fishbowl.

To get you started, here’s a different take on some common ADHD traits.

Hyper → Energetic

Imagine sitting down to read a book. Your leg twitches. You bop your head to an imaginary beat. After a few minutes, you leap up from your seat to check if you watered the plants this morning, then you dash into the kitchen to grab a quick drink of water. Many people with ADHD get called out for not being able to sit still. If you have the hyperactive/impulsive or combined presentation of ADHD, your body can feel like it needs to be in constant motion. Constant motion is not a bad thing. Au contraire: A sedentary lifestyle has been shown to increase the odds of certain cancers, high blood pressure, and diabetes. Plus, being sedentary makes falling asleep more difficult.

Moving your body benefits your mental and physical health. Movement improves your memory6 and decreases the likelihood you’ll have mental health problems like depression. It can also keep you fit. One study found that fidgeting7 can burn up to 350 calories a day.

In a society where most people complain about a lack of energy, relish yours. It can be a joy to bounce through life making Sonic the Hedgehog noises while everyone else is playing a sleepy game of Space Invaders. Plus, your energy makes you a people magnet. Lots of quieter types are drawn to the dazzling energy of ADHD brains.

Easily Bored → Hungry for Something New

Lines. Traffic. Being put on hold. The stuff of nightmares for ADHDers. We all know patience is a virtue, but so is a thirst for knowledge. The reason waiting drives us bananas is because our brains are absolutely dying for stimulation. Luckily, the need for constant stimulation can make us seek out new scenarios instead of same-old, same-olding our way through life.

Personally, I feel an oppressive amount of anxiety if nothing new is going on. While some people get spooked by abandoning routine, I am the opposite. If I don’t feel myself moving forward, that is a trigger for anxiety. I like things that are new and challenging, things I can conquer or overcome. So being out of my comfort zone—a condition nearly every behavior expert will tell you leads to growth—makes me feel at peace. A stressful situation to some people—a situation where I’m out of my element and have to figure things out as I go—is peaceful to me because my neurons are firing. As a result, I’m constantly learning new things.

Misfit → Nonconformist

Many of us with ADHD don’t just march to the beats of our own drums; we march right out of the parade. Following a set route where we meet expected milestones and benchmarks on a rigorous schedule isn’t really our jam. We tend to do things in our own unique way. Maybe we wear a blue tux to the prom or take a gap year or decide to forgo traditional education completely.

You might feel like an outsider as you watch other people following a conventional path through life, but the interesting stuff happens on the outside. When most people are zigging, we zag and shimmy and loop back around. Here lies the way of innovation and difference. The world would be a deadly dull rock if it weren’t for the sparkling personalities and groundbreakers who bring variety and excitement to shake things up. Like the brilliant jazz musician and composer Thelonious Monk said, “A genius is the one most like himself.”8 Don’t be a follower. Be a genius.

Troublemaker → Fun

Those of us with ADHD aren’t inclined to drift along the edges of a room where we can lean against a wall and make quiet observations to record in a journal later. Usually, we are the people others are making observations about. We are charming, funny, life-of-the-party types. We crave fun, which makes us a lot of fun. Who’s up for a good time? We are, of course. We’re ready to approach a stranger and strike up a conversation. We’re the first to ask, “Hey, can I see that?” when there’s a new toy to check out. We will ride the tallest roller coaster, or volunteer to be the person the magician saws in half. There’d be a lot less spontaneous fun if it weren’t for ADHDers. Besides, life without some small-time troublemaking would be a total snooze.

Impulsive → Creative

As Dr. Hallowell asked during an interview for this book, “What is creativity but impulsivity gone right?”

As he put it, you don’t plan to have a new idea. You don’t say, “It’s eleven o’clock: time for my brainstorm!” and then wait for a banger of an idea to pop into your head. Nope. They come spontaneously as a result of your brain’s tendency to follow its impulses, including those impulses a more inhibited brain might pump the brakes on.

Impulsivity has led to some creative problem-solving in my life. In the summer of 2023, our family had two important goals: to get our kids in shape for varsity fall sports, and to binge-watch as many episodes of Suits as possible. Suits is an incredibly trashy cable TV show about corporate law. It’s also highly addictive, so my son will get stuck watching it and neglect the fifty push-ups his coach told him to do every day. In the middle of one episode, I impulsively said, “PC! You need to do ten push-ups right now!”

“Why ten push-ups?”

I had to think of a reason. “Because Harvey just handed that guy a blue folder.”

“That happens a lot. Should I do ten push-ups every time that happens?”

More impulsiveness: “Yes! Also every time Louis loses his temper, every time Harvey stares out a window in deep thought, and every time someone says, ‘You didn’t come all the way down here just to give me that!’” (Which happens every episode.)

PC loved it. He went from doing fifty push-ups a day to about a hundred. He is getting totally jacked from watching trashy TV. Creativity depends on a lack of inhibition. A rigid thinker who does everything by the book and carefully monitors their behavior is not creating the ideal conditions to welcome a new idea or think about things in a new way. That’s why uptight people rarely have new ideas. They are too busy minding the gates carefully to let one through. We ADHDers have more of a “Sure, why not?” door policy. (More on creativity in chapter 9.)

Risk-taking → Bravery

A few bruises, dead ends, rejections from cute strangers—those are a small price to pay for the potential upside of being a risk-taker. I’d trade a few minor ER visits for the excitement that comes from calling on courage any day. We need explorers, pioneers, boundary-pushers, and people willing to just freaking go for it to keep culture and society moving forward. Also, to kill snakes and stand up to our robot overlords when they threaten to take over the world. As T. S. Eliot wrote, “Only those who will risk going too far9 can possibly find out how far it is possible to go.”

Overreactive → Sensitive

Our quick-change emotions can be mercurial. We might have a strong reaction when we feel maligned or treated unfairly, but another way to see this is as sensitivity. We express our emotions instead of suppressing them, which is an authentic—and healthy—way to live.

Noncompliant → Independent Thinker

Ignoring rules can land you in a heap of trouble. It’s no coincidence that people with ADHD get more speeding tickets or even, gulp, end up in jail more often than people who don’t have the disorder. We’re also not the type to blindly follow orders. We think independently, question authority, and stand up to unfairness when authority oversteps.

Unpredictable → Flexible

Life with ADHD brings surprises at every turn, which is a good thing because for our brains, predictability is death. Because we’re not always the best at staying on the traditional path, we end up in situations that require quick thinking and improvisation and that often lead to adventure and delight.

A great example of this was when we were on a family ski vacation recently. My daughter, Lola, and I got turned around and lost our way. We were in a foreign country where very few people spoke English, and the signs were incredibly confusing. We could have panicked, dug ourselves a hole in a snowbank, and huddled up there until the ski patrol rescued us, but instead we improvised. We knew we were off the resort when we had to take off our skis, walk across a street, and keep skiing. We laughed as this happened, and laughed even harder when we ended up in a totally different town than where we’d gotten on the lift. We definitely felt silly carrying our skis through town as we looked for a gondola, and even sillier when we found one and took it to the top of the mountain with a bunch of people not dressed for skiing—but we chose to laugh at our own silliness. When we got to the top of the mountain and found a map to get us back on track, it felt like solving an unsolvable puzzle. We were euphoric. Attitude is everything in those moments. There’s joy in embracing the unexpected, and learning to embrace it has made me more flexible when trouble pops up.

Distractible → Curious

Dr. Hallowell believes the other side of the distractibility coin is curiosity. The ADHD mind is like a puppy that has to chase down every noise or rustle, not just for the sake of chasing, but to figure out, What’s that? What’s that? What’s that? Hallowell pointed out that ADHDers don’t simply respond to stimuli; we want to get to the bottom of things, figure them out. It’s true that endless curiosity can get you into trouble if you stick your nose where it doesn’t belong—some of those rustles might come from skunks or scorpions—but curiosity is what drives discovery.

Having a mind that roams through topics like a Roomba—bouncing off one idea, turning, spinning around, and pinging over to another—brings you to places a more conventional information sucker-upper wouldn’t go.

I’m going to tell you a story about something that happened yesterday, and by the time you read this, it will have led to either a network TV show or absolutely nothing. Kim and I have been working with some really impressive people in Hollywood to pitch a game show that gamifies and sets to music all of the hilarious aspects of family life. Part of the pitch meeting has involved proving how quickly we can create content, so after the meeting was over, we wrote and recorded a song about the meeting itself and sent it over to them within thirty minutes.

I know this sounds like a very difficult task, but let me tell you, because of my bouncy brain, it was easier than cooking dinner. While the meeting followed a very predictable flow, my brain noticed things like the producer on the Zoom call who went through two cups of coffee in fourteen minutes, the agent who mysteriously turned off her camera for ten minutes and then came back on, and the network exec who randomly mentioned she uses a smashed hashbrown crust to make quiches. The song we quickly sent them ended up being less about a boilerplate pitch meeting and more about the quirks going on in their everyday lives. It was very well-received because, in the words of the execs, “I don’t know how you come up with such creative stuff so effortlessly.”

Thanks, bouncy brain!

Sloppy → Focused on the Big Picture

Details, details. When we get rolling, we can blaze right by some of the small stuff. You can think of this as overlooking important minutiae, or you can reframe and cheer on your ADHD mind as it locks in on a goal and moves toward it with a passion. You can’t teach passion. Sure, a few tiny things might fall through the cracks, but the ability to make progress instead of constantly double-checking and getting caught in the trap of perfectionism is incredibly valuable. Humans invented spell-check for a reason.

I don’t suffer from perfectionism. There are certainly times I wish I could edit myself or let things simmer a little longer instead of announcing “We’re done!” as I rush across the finish line. But not getting hung up on every little thing allows me to be more productive.
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Ignoring your difficulties or trying to powerwash them with a hose that blasts sunshine and rainbows won’t help you feel better when ADHD gets you down, but the occasional reminder that your challenges come hand in hand with some pretty incredible abilities will hedge against the onslaught of negativity. The next two chapters are going to focus on some of the most exciting upsides to ADHD—the things that should make you want to wear your ADHD badge with pride.




CHAPTER 9

THE ADHD UPSIDES FOR YOU





You guys, you made it to the best part! I know it took some patience, and maybe reading a few things more than once, but now you are ready for the GOOD STUFF.

—Penn






You may have long suspected that you have undiscovered or unappreciated gifts lurking inside you. Maybe you are a quick draw with a witty remark, or maybe you are known as the Energizer Bunny among your friends for your ability to keep moving long after others have flagged. Maybe you sometimes find yourself transported to a superhuman level of focus when you are really engaged by a task. Welcome to the blessings of ADHD. They are myriad and they are amazing. In this chapter, I’m going to look at the ones that really get me excited—creativity, hyperfocus, and the ability to design your own truly awesome life.

CREATIVITY


“I maintain that anyone who still refuses to see, for instance, a horse galloping on a tomato, must be an idiot.”

—André Breton, Break of Day (1934)



One of the greatest gifts of having an ADHD brain is the creative thinking it sparks. While ADHDers are not especially gung ho about executing, iterating, and refining, we’re top-notch idea generators and master brainstormers.
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We come at life from fresh angles, solve problems in clever new ways, and aren’t as hemmed in by tradition as people without ADHD, which leads to incredible inventions, art, and business ideas. Some of the most creative minds in history were neurodiverse. Some even think Einstein and Mozart had ADHD. Our minds are like off-leash dogs, free to explore instead of being made to heel. Left to wander, the boundaries of our thinking are expanded.
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My neighbors must think I’m nuts.



The stereotype of someone who is creative is the artist or musician who sports casually hip clothes and lives in a loft apartment, but creativity comes in many forms—like, uh, a suburban dad who raps and sings songs on the internet.

In addition to powering the actors, musicians, and artists of the world, creativity can show up as the ability to keep people from dozing off during a presentation, a great idea for how to divide space in your dorm closet, or a knack for solving problems that have stumped everyone for years.

ORIGINALITY

Your ADHD brain’s ability to teleport from one thought to another instead of traveling well-worn paths means your thoughts are infused with a lot of originality. Let’s say you’re thinking about what to get your mother for her birthday. You might remember she likes birding, and then two seconds later you get distracted by the curve of the handle on the handmade mug you’re drinking your coffee out of. Hmm. Seconds later, you are on the internet looking for local pottery classes where your mom could make her own birdbath instead of getting her yet another pair of binoculars or a sweatshirt with a peregrine falcon on it.


A NOTE FROM KIM

Penn is actually really good at giving creative gifts.

We were very, very broke as newlyweds. For our first Christmas together after we moved to New York City, we had a five-dollar spending limit. Penn presented me with a gift that was weirdly heavy and awkwardly wrapped. I opened it and found a bunch of rocks inside. At first, I was puzzled. Uh, thanks? But then I realized where the rocks came from, and I melted.

When we had been dating for around ten months and still lived in Florida, we’d visited New York City together. I had gotten a job in the city, and in between visiting potential apartments, we took a walk in Central Park. We were at the stage of our relationship where we had talked about getting serious and taking the next step, but it wasn’t like my friends were shooting him dirty looks because he hadn’t proposed yet or anything.

As we were walking through the park, Penn was real jumpy—jumpier than usual, I mean. His hands were really, really sweaty. I was just enjoying a beautiful summer day, totally oblivious to what was about to happen. We stopped at a huge boulder and climbed on top of it, which was not easy to do in my flip-flops. When we got to the top, Penn dropped to one knee.

I couldn’t believe what was happening. He tried to give a speech, but it came out all jumbled. I had to stifle a giggle because the Penn I knew was normally so extroverted and confident. I’d seen him do the worm in front of multiple rooms full of strangers in our time together, but when he was trying to say something vulnerable on that boulder, it came out slow and mumbled. It was very sweet.

Fast-forward two years. What I held in my hands that Christmas was a piece of that boulder. He’d snuck out, taken a chisel, and—very illegally, I’m sure—chipped off a part of the rock where we’d gotten engaged. So much better than a new toaster oven.
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I still display this jar at our house today.
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PROBLEM-SOLVING

I have a job that requires constant creative output, and my ADHD brain is there for it. One of the ways we pay the bills is by doing musical collaborations with companies. They cross their fingers and hope we will be able to engineer that digital unicorn: a viral video. The video is intended to spread whatever message they’re trying to get across—usually, “Please buy our product and make us rich!”

A couple of years ago, we got a call from Velcro Companies with a slightly different request. They wanted us to come up with a pitch for a campaign that would persuade people to stop using the name “Velcro” to describe hook-and-loop fasteners. Apparently, if brands become so synonymous with their best-known product that the brand name replaces the product in the lexicon, the company whose brand is being referenced can lose their trademark. This is called genericide.

We flew up to Boston for a meeting. Our team walked into the conference room, which looked like every other conference room I’d ever been in—table, chairs, whiteboard, bottled water. We got settled and they explained the problem. They wanted us to prevent Velcro Companies from suffering genericide.





There have been many victims of genericide . . . Aspirin, Escalator, Yo-Yo, Thermos, and Zipper all used to be brand names. Now they are products.

—Penn






As soon as I heard the ask, the ideas exploded like popcorn in my brain. I looked away from the executives at the table and started bobbing my head. My coworkers told me later that it was like I’d already left the meeting. Apparently, the Velcro Companies folks were looking around at each other with expressions on their faces that read, What’s with this guy? Why is he being so rude? Was it something we said? But my coworkers knew what was going on: I’d launched into creative space.

When the meeting actually ended and we said our good-byes and we’ll-be-in-touches, the elevator doors had barely even closed when I told my team, “I’ve got it.” The idea I came up with was a parody of the “We Are the World” video from 1985. I wanted it to have the look and feel of that video, but instead of a group of pop stars singing about coming together to help those in great need, I wanted to have a bunch of fancy-pants lawyers begging people to please stop calling their product “Velcro.” We got in a cab, and by the time we got to the airport, the lyrics were already written.

We got back home, I composed the music in fifteen minutes, and I sent it to my team. They loved it, but they said, “You know we can’t send this yet, right? The execs at Velcro Companies will think it was too easy to justify the fee.”

But here’s the thing: Because of the arrangement of molecules in my brain and the way I process things, it was easy. Much like the pottery class example, my mind had wandered in a unique direction, and I had allowed it to do so. Once I understood the inherent humor of Velcro Companies, a billion-dollar business, asking people to stop saying “Velcro,” I started thinking of the funniest, most self-deprecating way to present a first-world problem. The first thing that came to mind was that famous “first-world problem” meme that was blowing up on the internet: a woman holding her temple and crying about something trivial like needing to hire a new landscaper. Then I thought about a real problem (world hunger), which immediately took me to the USA for Africa video I loved as a teenager. I put the two together in my head.
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Our work with Velcro Companies was named one of the most successful campaigns of its kind.



I was on a different level of consciousness, concentration, and creativity.

Classic ADHD. I ruffled some feathers with my seemingly antisocial behavior in the meeting, but the feathers were smoothed down when we delivered a video they loved (which went on to get more than 1.1 billion impressions worldwide). My ADHD brain’s smash-this-with-that tendency leads to more chocolate-in-my-peanut-butter moments than if my brain were wired to follow one thought to its logical end.

I know not everybody can just write songs in their head. That is my unique gift, but the creativity and insight that come with ADHD is your gift too. Yours might appear on a canvas or at a construction site or on the basketball court, but I bet it’s there.

INNOVATION

Those of us with ADHD often take an unexpected path to arrive at a solution. Partly because of challenges with our working memory, we don’t simply rely on how things have always been done. People with ADHD are far more likely to come up with a new solution to a problem than to make minor tweaks to the conventional solution, which is where major leaps in innovation come from. When we’re hacking our way toward a solution, we don’t follow the precut path; we take our machetes and end up in new, exciting places. Psychologists refer to this as divergent thinking.

(Sidenote: I bet some of you struggled with “showing your work” in math class. Anyone? Me too. I found different ways to arrive at problems in my head. I think this is one instance where we need to at least try to show the teacher how we got to that answer, even if it wasn’t by following the conventional route. They ask you to show your work for a reason. Sometimes the next level of math will be a lot more complicated than you think, and your homemade version of solving the problem could potentially blow up in your face.)

You can see how being truly original might take more time and energy than simply trying to do it the old way but better. Granted, this I’ll do it my way thinking is not especially helpful in moments when you need to come up with a factual answer to a question or if you need to do something fast—but if an issue is sticky, divergent thinking can lead to brilliant answers. So, if you want to know how tall the Eiffel Tower is, the divergent thinking ADHDers excel at may not be so helpful. But if you are trying to come up with ways to move the structure from France to your backyard, our novel ideas might just be the ticket.
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Divergent thinking can also help us come up with new uses for old things. For example, we don’t limit the use of paperclips to clipping paper. We’re able to see that paperclips could become reusable toothpicks or folded, spring-loaded triangles that will leap to astonishing heights when you drop them on the table.

TWO REALLY, REALLY COOL STUDIES THAT SHOW ADHDERS HAVE AMAZINGLY CREATIVE BRAINS

Research scientist Holly White conducted a couple of fascinating studies at the University of Michigan that demonstrated just how creative the ADHD brain can be.

1. Alien Fruit

In one clever study, White and her team asked a control group of students and a second group of students with ADHD to imagine a fruit from another planet and draw it. Non-ADHD participants basically drew stripes on an apple and called it a day. ADHDers came up with wackier fruits that would be far less recognizable to earthlings. Their drawings were not tethered1 to what we would commonly agree on as being “fruitlike.” They were better at setting aside information that other people would probably deem important—that fruit is usually round, for example—and design something much more interesting. Some of the students added really out-of-left-field features to their fruit, including tongues and hammers!2 Not exactly what you’d expect to see in the produce section of Whole Foods—but maybe on Endor.

2. Product Name Game

A second study of White’s showed how the ADHD brain isn’t weighed down by previous knowledge. Participants were asked to come up with a name for three new products—one of which was pasta. They were then shown a list of sample names and told not to imitate those examples, so words that sounded like spaghetti and rotini were off-limits. The results showed that it was tough for the non-ADHD participants to ignore the words on the list, kind of like when you’re told, “Don’t think of an elephant!” and all you can think of is an elephant. Their suggestions were things like noodlerini, lasquetti, and lambergini. The ADHDers were much better at ignoring the list. They came up with more interesting, less predictable names,3 like floraduly, twistyz, and italian-sassy-jazzy, that were not as influenced by the examples.
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If you are one of the many ADHDers born with an abundance of creativity, consider yourself lucky.

HYPERFOCUS

While creativity takes advantage of our brains’ ability to move freely, we have a complementary skill that keeps us mentally in place: hyperfocus.

Most of the time, our ADHD brains flit around like dandelion seeds in the wind, pulled this way and that as the currents dictate. Sure, it can sometimes be frustrating. But at times those seeds hit the right patch of soil, and their roots dig in so deep they’re near impossible to budge. This is hyperfocus—an elevated state of rapt attention where the ADHD brain locks into intense focus, and when it does, it’s unstoppable. Being “in the zone” is, for the most part, awesome. Remember how Dr. Hallowell told us that we actually have an abundance of attention? Well, here we go.

Hyperfocus is the ability to block out stimuli to the point where you have the mental equivalent of tunnel vision. Everything else is out of focus, but one dot in the middle is totally clear—like in a movie when our hero first sees their love interest, and everything else fades away into the background. They stare, enchanted, at the magical creature before them. Then they come to and are standing in the middle of the street holding a half-eaten slice of pizza, with no idea how long they’ve been mesmerized by their crush.

I snap into hyperfocus when I’m composing music. I lose myself in notes, swimming in tunes, rhymes, and rhythms. Songs seem to present themselves to me with ease.

It is awesome when hyperfocus kicks in. It feels like a superpower. A great example of hyperfocus happened when we wrote our Hamilton parody, “Mask Up.” We were huge fans of the show, and it had just come out on Disney+. As we were watching, Kim asked if there was something we could do with Hamilton and COVID-19. At that moment, “Aaron Burr, Sir” came on, and as Hamilton asked, “Are you Aaron Burr, sir?” I heard in my head, “Do you have germs, sir?” Bingo.

I said, “Kim, I’ll be right back.” I went to my studio where I wrote the entire song, then recorded and edited it—all in three hours. I was so laser-focused that if someone had thrown a rock through my window, I would not have even noticed. If by some chance I did notice, I’d have glanced at the mess on the floor and said, “I can deal with that in an hour. I gotta get back to writing.” That’s hyperfocus. When I slip into it, I’m totally, utterly, completely undistractable and indestructible. You could march an eight-piece band into my study, and I wouldn’t even look up.

At times I’ve been so deep into a segment of a video or the chorus of a song, that I have looked down at my fingers and seen a burrito on a plate next to the keyboard. I’d have no idea where it came from. Kim had come up and dropped it right in front of my face, but I had not noticed. (Pro tip: If you have ADHD, try to find a partner who will not only put up with it but will also bring you a burrito.)
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Kim crafted my crown and beach towel robe.



WHAT HYPERFOCUS FEELS LIKE

The best way to describe hyperfocus is as an altered state. You’re not aware of biological needs or temperature or time. It’s as if the signals from your body systems are blocked. Your hunger, your fatigue, your scratchy pants—they might as well be happening to a totally different body. When you finally achieve hyperfocus, it feels like time is simultaneously standing still and whizzing by.

As Dr. Hallowell said, “The great irony and beauty of hyperfocus4 is you don’t notice it at all. Because you’re not noticing anything. You’re one with the task. How can we separate the dancer from the dance? You’re at your best, and you don’t get to appreciate that your self-consciousness is gone. You only appreciate it in retrospect.”

To me, hyperfocus feels like utter clarity. Instead of the usual unruly chatter running in the background of my brain, the voice in my head is saying one thing, and it’s saying it with an unusual level of confidence: This is what we do next. That’s wrong. This is right. Move forward. Go, go, go, go. My brain’s default mode when I’m in hyperfocus is yes. There’s an imaginary checklist in my head, and I’m checking things off with a vengeance.

Afterward, I’m pretty zapped, like when Grogu uses the Force to lift something heavy in The Mandalorian. My life force is drained, and I need to sit outside and look at a tree for a minute while I come back to myself.

THE DOWNSIDES OF HYPERFOCUS

Remember our mixing board? When we slip into hyperfocus, every switch is turned off except the one connected to whatever holds our attention, and it’s turned up to eleven. This is great for being productive, but not great if the toilet is overflowing or you have a hair appointment scheduled. I have definitely missed after-school pickups because I’ve been deep in hyperfocus.

Another downside of hyperfocus is that I get so far down a rabbit hole that I have trouble letting in ideas from other people. It’s hard to absorb information I haven’t sought out myself, actually. Sometimes, that goes spectacularly badly.
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My first big promotion was when I became the sports director for the Fox station in Orlando. It was a big deal for me. I was on billboards! I went from being the completely broke weekend anchor to someone who could at least pay his mortgage. The Daytona 500 was scheduled for the week after I got promoted, and for the first time, it was going to air on Fox. The network wanted to crush it.

We planned two thirty-minute specials from inside the racetrack—one before the race and one after. We got through the prerace, and I was feeling fantastic about myself. I felt like I’d nailed it. I was riding that high until the very last lap of the race, when Dale Earnhardt—basically the Michael Jordan of NASCAR racing—got T-boned by Ken Schrader.

I was watching it from the winner’s circle. His car turned sideways. It didn’t skid; it accelerated straight into the wall. If you watch NASCAR, you know that wrecks are part of the package—so while it was alarming, the race ended, and people doused the winner with champagne. But then we started hearing that Earnhardt’s crash wasn’t a typical crash. He was on his way to the hospital, where he would be pronounced dead. It was a horrendous, gut-wrenching tragedy.

It also meant that everything I had worked on was out the window. I had to rewrite my show. No producers or editors could come help me because they wouldn’t let anyone into the infield. So a satellite truck operator, a photographer, and I had to put together this entire show. I shifted into hyperfocus and sat in front of an editing machine for hours before they switched back to me.
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Check out that sweet leather jacket.



It was probably the biggest audience I’d ever had. I had all this information in my head. Everyone wanted to know what happened to Dale Earnhardt. I began my broadcast saying, “I saw it from here. This is where Dale Earnhardt Jr. lost his life.”

Did you catch it? I got through the entire first minute before they tossed in the sound bite so everyone could yell, “You said the wrong guy!” at me. I had said “Dale Earnhardt Jr.” instead of “Dale Earnhardt.” Dale Sr.’s son Dale Earnhardt Jr. was also a racer, and he had finished second in the race that day. He was very much alive and devastated by the loss of his father. I was so frazzled that when I came back on camera, it was almost like I wasn’t speaking English.

The rest of the segment, I was awful. I felt awful. The next day, all of the morning talk radio shows were going on about the idiot who said the wrong name.

I had gone so deep into hyperfocus, I’d forgotten the name of the most famous guy in the sport.

I had also put together a tight package honoring the man in record time, pretty much by myself thanks to my ability to hyperfocus. But a careless mistake was all anyone (including me) would remember about that day. On balance, hyperfocus has been a huge blessing in my life, but I am sharing that story because it has led, and will lead, to some serious mistakes as well.


How Hyperfocus Helped Us Win a Million Dollars

In 2019, Kim and I had an incredible experience: We were contestants on the reality TV show The Amazing Race. For those of you who are unfamiliar with it, The Amazing Race is a famously grueling contest in which teams of two travel the globe conquering physical (and sometimes mental and emotional) challenges like learning a song in another language or eating something disgusting or trying to find something hidden under a rock. We trained like crazy, brushing up on skills like swimming and driving a stick shift, and getting into the best physical shape of our adult lives. Not to sound braggy, but for a couple of old folks, we were damn good racers.

Before we embarked on the race, we figured Kim would be the designated “attention to detail” person, but as it turned out, The Amazing Race was heaven for my ADHD mind. For one pretty intense month, I had to deal with one challenging task after another. The challenges were novel, difficult, and of great personal interest. Music to my ADHD brain’s ears.

Late in the race, there was an important challenge that required every team to listen to a priest give a fifteen-minute lecture about ten saints. We then had to answer five questions by selecting five pictures (chosen from a group of twenty very similar-looking pictures). Normally my mind would have wandered faster than you could say “detour,” but with a million dollars on the line, my hyperfocus turned on real quick. I didn’t space out. In fact, it was quite the opposite: I remembered everything. I managed to pass the test on the first read-through, something no other team was able to do. Hyperfocus for the win. ’Cause, um, we actually went on to win . . . a million dollars.
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This was the moment we realized we won.



CHOOSE YOUR OWN ADVENTURE

The third gift of ADHD is the ability to design your own life instead of picking one off the rack.

When you have ADHD, you can’t just cruise through life on autopilot. From navigating day-to-day tasks to checking off the expected life milestones like graduating from high school, going to college, and getting an office job, we are not exactly running on greased tracks. We have to put real effort into making life work for our brains, which really sucks. It’s not fair that other people can roll happily through their days without the snags we face. To make matters worse, Dr. Caldwell explained, our brains have less energy to direct toward that effort in the first place. In short, it’s understandable if you get ticked off about the injustice of it all.

But hear me out. Dr. C also pointed out a flip side to not fitting into the well-worn grooves society has dug out for us: We carve our own grooves. It’s not that we have to craft our lives to work for our ADHD brains; we get to craft our lives to work for our ADHD brains.

While other people might slide from one stage of life to another without questioning whether they’re on the right path, the extra energy it takes those of us with ADHD to manage can remind us to be thoughtful and deliberate about our choices. If you come from a long line of doctors, for example, everyone might assume you’ll be the next one in the family to don a white coat. But if you accept that your ADHD brain is not going to put up with hours of lectures about comorbidities, you can save yourself a lot of heartache and hassle by acknowledging that med school might not be your bag. Sorry, Mom and Dad.

You have the chance to carve out your own unique existence. Why settle for cookie-cutter when you are an éclair? Maybe you would prefer to travel the world by boat instead of settling in a cul-de-sac. Maybe you will switch jobs every couple of years instead of putting in your forty years at one company and ending up with a gold watch and tendonitis. Maybe you will duck out of a traditional education in favor of the school of life. The possibilities of a life you design for yourself instead of following a blueprint are endless.

Speaking of blueprints, to get a sense of how the extra work of designing your own life can be worth the additional effort, imagine you are buying a house. You can do what most people do and buy a home that is move-in ready. Sure, you might change the paint color and buy new furniture, but it’s basically the same house the previous owners had, and it will be the same house when you sell it. It might be a perfectly good house, one that would serve anyone who lives there just fine. But if you decide to buy a parcel of bare land on which you can custom-build your home, the result can be so much better than just fine. You can choose the elements of a conventional home that work for you—a big kitchen, a nice front porch—but you can also put a kickboxing studio on the first floor, install an obstacle course along the walls for your cats, or dig into the earth and put in a glass wall so you can watch the prairie voles dig their warrens. It will be more work—a lot more work—but the result will be much more interesting and better suited to helping you wake up each day feeling alive and engaged. You don’t have to buy the existing home; you can design the best possible home for you.

THE RIGHT JOB FOR THE MAN (OR WOMAN OR PERSON)

One of the biggest, toughest decisions in life is how you will earn money. Unfortunately, the most exciting thing about a lot of jobs is the paycheck that comes every two weeks. That’s not going to cut it for an ADHDer. We need to feel challenged and invested to excel.

The right job will also help to mitigate symptoms of ADHD. As Dr. Margaret Sibley, clinical psychologist and researcher at the University of Washington and Seattle Children’s Hospital, put it,

Imagine being a person with ADHD5 in a job that’s super-detail-oriented with a boss who has very poor people skills and no structure at work. In that environment, if I ask a person how severe their ADHD symptoms have been over the last thirty days, they’re probably going to have a lot to report. Now imagine if I asked that same person with ADHD who switched to a super-fast-paced job that they found super interesting working with coworkers they loved and who had a really supportive relationship at home, and who found time to do all the things that make them happy, how under control their ADHD is, that person now is going to have many fewer symptoms. Same person, different result.

Dr. Caldwell believes in building a life that celebrates your strengths and doesn’t force you to fight your weaknesses all day. As you craft your life, including your professional life, she recommends you ask yourself tough questions about your goals and pursuits: Is this a thing that really works for me? Does it work with the way my brain naturally flows? If not, consider changing tacks. On the other hand, when you find something that allows you to pull with the current of your brain, ask, How can I harness this power? How can I craft my world6 so that I have as much of that as possible?

Some kids know from the time they can talk what their dream job will be. I was not one of those kids. I didn’t know what I wanted to do when I was young, but I was pretty sure I knew what I didn’t want to do: sit in an office all day.

Lucky for me, my mom naturally intuited how to lean into my creative strengths. I don’t think she expected me to be a professional musician, but she found ways to inject music into every part of my life because I came alive when I played.

One of my most moving memories is of the time she bought me a synthesizer when I was thirteen years old. It never would have occurred to me to ask for such an extravagant item, because those things are expensive, and we were not well-off. I remember it was $1,395, which was a small fortune, but Mom somehow knew it would be worth it. My parents gave it to me for Christmas. When I played my first chord, I felt the way Babe Ruth must have felt when someone first put a bat in his hands—a deep sense of This is right. I tinkered around on it daily, which must have driven my parents and brother crazy. I dragged it with me to college, where I used it in my college band (Smith Cooley). I finally said good-bye to it when Kim and I moved to New York. But I never forgot it. I actually have one I bought on eBay as a good luck charm in my office now. That gift was one of the most important tools in crafting my life.

When I graduated from college, I was thinking about going to seminary to do what my dad did (become a preacher), but then I visited a seminary and realized what should have been obvious: It was a place entirely devoted to reflection and contemplation. Er, no thank you. I knew myself well enough to know I would be miserable there. I’m sure there are plenty of amazing ADHD preachers, and hats off to them for making it through seminary.

Like a lot of kids who don’t know what to do with their lives, I considered going to law school. But then I figured out that law school would mean reading a lot of long, boring books and spending more hours in lecture halls. So that was out.

Here is a list of the jobs I tried over the next decade. (Anything with an asterisk is a job no one had ever done before at that company.)


	Trivia machine operator for a ribs restaurant*

	Construction worker (Sidenote: I highly recommend this job for an ADHD college student. It taught me so much about how things were built. Also, I got in pretty good shape. Win-win.)

	Waiter / opera singer for an Italian restaurant*

	Video essayist / outdoor extreme sports journalist*

	News anchor who also filmed and edited his own stories*
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A lot of asterisks up there, right? Most of what worked for me were jobs I built myself.

Ten years ago, Kim and I took a flying leap and decided to launch our own company making videos for the internet, so I could add “Internet dad parody songwriter/editor/performer*” to that list. I’m proud to say our content has earned over two billion views, and I am just as proud to say I thank my ADHD for that (and my incredible wife, natch). If I get bored making a video, I know people are going to get bored watching it. I simply could not do this job if I had a different brain.

Your amazing brain makes you well-suited for a wide range of careers, and for the most part, they aren’t the ones that will leave you cooped up in an office for hours on end. ADHDers excel at professions that take advantage of our innovative thinking, risk-taking, energy, and creativity. Think actor, content creator, entrepreneur, chef, firefighter, or musician.

In all areas of life, grant yourself permission to step off the expected path. Make choices that work for your brain. You get to be creative with your one precious life here on planet Earth. You don’t have to do what everyone else does. Go ahead and fall outside the norm. Override the default setting. Your life with ADHD may not be what other people expected for you, but it can be something much, much better than that. It can be something you want for yourself.

ADHDers are lucky we get to enjoy creativity, hyperfocus, and the ability to design our own lives to offset the difficulties and frustrations of having an ADHD brain. But ADHD’s upsides are not limited to benefitting the people who have it. In the next chapter, we’ll look at how having ADHD can enrich the lives of the people around you.




CHAPTER 10

THE ADHD UPSIDES FOR OTHERS
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Based on the number of times a day I have to say “I’m sorry” to my family, I sometimes wonder if I am a burden to them. But they have been good enough to point out that my ADHD brings positive things into their lives as well. Let’s look at some of the ways ADHD lifts up the people around us.

COMPASSION—THE BEAUTIFUL BY-PRODUCT

The world can be divided into two groups: people who have thrown out their backs and people who haven’t. If you haven’t, throwing out your back can sound about as bad as a stubbed toe. Yes, yes, it must hurt, but come on, get up off the floor and get to it. There’s life to live. If you have thrown out your back, you know it means hours or even days of the most debilitating pain imaginable. You seriously cannot move. No one who has ever thrown out their back would ever ask someone who is in the middle of a spasm to hand them a glass of water or open the door. Having that painful experience makes you incredibly empathetic.

It’s the same living with ADHD. Those of us with the condition know what it means to struggle, what the hot burn of frustration feels like when you’re trying to tackle an everyday task and can’t seem to pull it off. Our daily bumping up against ADHD makes us deeply empathetic toward other people’s struggles. We are able to look at someone who is having a hard time and go, “Whew, yeah, that looks hard. I’m sorry you’re having a rough time with that,” instead of insisting they simply buck up and get their business together. This makes us really, really good friends to have around. We feel other people’s pain at a core level.

My wife’s empathy and compassion are impressively limitless and profound. She can read about a flood halfway around the world and spend hours feeling the effects. My own empathy and compassion come out more when I see somebody struggling with anything that should be easy for them but isn’t. I feel that deeply. I empathize with how hard it must be to live with something like debilitating depression or anxiety, because I see how that would affect your everyday life. If you’re having a hard time, I feel you.

I know from experience that nobody ever chooses to scream uncontrollably because they want to disturb other people—even if it’s a kid on an airplane who is having a temper tantrum. They can’t help it. I try to shoot those parents some “I get it; you’re doing great” looks. Whether someone is experiencing difficulty at school, or something socially or physically challenging, I have so much respect for how much inner strength it takes them to resist breaking down in defeat.

This empathy has strengthened my marriage. If you’ve seen Kim and me on The Amazing Race, watched our videos, or listened to our podcast, you know my wonderful wife has anxiety and is a total introvert. You probably have a pretty good idea what anxiety is, but if you’re like I was before I married Kim, you might think introverts are just shy. That’s not Kim. She is confident and hilarious and knows how to light up a room. For Kim, introversion means that being around other people for a sustained amount of time really takes it out of her. She will come home from a social outing and be totally depleted. When we first started dating, I had no idea socializing affected her that way. We were so swept up by the hormone hurricane that comes with falling in love, I didn’t notice that being around other people zapped her energy down to zero. It wasn’t until we were doing marital counseling (with my dad!) that I learned anxiety and introversion were part of her DNA.

Once she explained how her anxiety and introversion affected her day-to-day life, I got it. Because of my experience with ADHD, I understood that her mental health struggles were not a “just push through it” situation. I do what I can to support her, and the first step in that is validating that some things are actually hard for her (even if those things aren’t hard for me).


A NOTE FROM KIM

Penn really does understand what it’s like to wrestle with mental health issues.

If I’m having a high-anxiety day when the world seems to be vibrating with threats, all I have to say is, “Hey, Penn? I am freaking out for no particular reason.” He snaps into go mode: “Okay, I’ve got it. I got the kids. I got dinner. Do you need anything from me?” He swoops in and takes responsibility for the rest of the parenting day or the rest of the workday.

A couple of weeks ago, on Saturday night, we were at a very, very, very crowded party. There was a good vibe in the room, but it was shoulder to shoulder, and my anxiety had my mind racing toward the disaster that was sure to occur. Would I go home with coronavirus? Get crushed like those poor people in the Halloween parade on the streets of Seoul? Learn the meaning of the words fire hazard? Just as Penn’s brain won’t let him have a conversation with deep eye contact for thirty minutes, my brain won’t let me socialize indefinitely in a room stuffed with people. This party was way more extroversion than I could take. About an hour in, I hit a wall. I was done. I looked over at Penn, who was standing in the middle of a group of people and cracking them up. That is his element. Put him in the center of a bunch of strangers, and you can just wind him up and let him go—but because he knows what it’s like to have a condition that no one can see and not everyone understands, I didn’t think twice before heading over there to tell him, “I’m out.” He immediately grabbed our coats and walked me home. There was no judgment; there were no passive-aggressive questions about whether I was maybe just hungry. He simply supported me.



It feels great when I can make someone feel less alone. Everyone wants to feel useful and appreciated.

ACTIVITIES WE ROCK AT

ADHDers genuinely want to be helpful. We want to pitch in. We don’t want to start something and leave it half-finished. It just happens.

If you are looking to make a contribution but you’re worried about letting people down, make sure you’re choosing a way to help that matches your strengths. We may be easily distracted, but we’re hardworking. If the task is clearly defined and isn’t made up of several complicated and contingent steps, we’re on it. If the mental deck is clear and we are asked to do a chore and nothing else, we can get ’er done.

You just need to be selective in the ways you choose to help. For example, if you are throwing a party, don’t take on the mind-numbing job of gathering everyone’s email addresses for the virtual invitation. Don’t volunteer to call ten different restaurants to ask if they’re available, which will entail spending hours on hold. Instead, be the one to pick up ice or take the recycling out at the end of the night.

Also, pro tip: Loved ones, if you ask us to do something, we are wayyyyyyy more likely to finish it if you don’t give us something else to do while we are still doing the first thing. If I am doing the dishes and Kim asks me to take the trash out, I will head outside and may never make it back to the sink, because what if I discover a crack in the driveway or run into a neighbor? Better to wait ’til the first task is done, or give me one big, long, uninterrupted task, like one of these:


	Assembling something. Following the steps in a good instruction manual provides one dopamine hit after another. Every numbered step is its own mini-item to check off the list. The satisfaction of sliding something into place gives us the “You did it!” hit we crave and propels us to the next step. We can even figure out what those amorphous IKEA doodles are doing.

	Folding laundry in front of a TV. The mission is simple and the path to completion obvious: Take this unruly pile of fabric and turn it into neat stacks. Easy peasy. Folding laundry is so mindless, we can do it while watching football or old 30 Rock reruns. (One of the best-paced shows of all time. Perfect for ADHDers.)

	Weeding or attacking invasive plants. I don’t hunt, but my primal hunter DNA has been awakened recently. A previous owner of our house planted wisteria in our side yard because they thought the purple canopy above our trees would be pretty. Instead, it has climbed up several of our smaller trees and strangled them to near-death, while in the meantime establishing a terrifying underground network of roots. It’s like a sci-fi movie is playing out in my backyard. I am obsessed with stopping the invasion. Battling it checks all my boxes, especially when I find a mother root and pull up ten feet of alien tentacles. It is a big job, one I can’t do all at once, and I will leave my shovels and clippers in the yard from time to time—but once I get started, I’m out there for hours pretending I’m Will Smith in Independence Day. “Oh no, you did not just shoot that green s%$t at me!”
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	Hanging pictures or art. I know this seems counterintuitive, but being in charge of hanging a perfect giant wall of pictures might be right up your alley. Problem-solving is fun for the ADHD brain. There are math problems, geometry problems, and occasionally stud-finding problems (insert dad joke here). It’s more challenging than it looks, which keeps my brain engaged.

	Party cleanup. I’m not good at shopping, cooking, buying presents, or wrapping gifts, but put me in charge of gathering used wrapping paper off the floor and collecting empties after cocktail hour, and I’m on it. I will do every dish ever used at a twenty-person Thanksgiving with a big smile on my face, because nothing is being interrupted, and I’m not missing any of the fun!




A NOTE FROM KIM

Top-Ten Reasons Why Having a Partner with ADHD Doesn’t Totally Suck



I sometimes wish I had a documentary film crew following me around so I could make eye contact with the camera and give it one of those “Are you seeing this?” looks when Penn’s ADHD throws a wrench into our plans. But overall, ADHD adds more joy to our lives than it does eye-rolling. Having a partner with ADHD has made my life much more interesting than it would have been if I had joined forces with someone else.


	The extrovert energy. Not everyone with ADHD is an extrovert, but my husband is 100 percent an extrovert. As an introvert myself, I tend to gravitate toward the boisterous energy of those with ADHD because it takes a lot of social weight off my shoulders. I have to give myself a pep talk to get off the couch if I have to attend an event alone—What will I say to everyone? Why can’t I just stay home and doomscroll?—but I have no fear walking into a room full of strangers when I’m with Penn. With him and his ADHD brain by my side, I don’t have to worry about carrying the conversation because he has endless energy for being the life of the party. If there is a lull, he’ll fill it with a joke or a story. I can relax and enjoy the ride.

	Impromptu party planner. Penn does not have a downtime mode. He is always in motion. Like one of those flashlights you shake to charge, being in motion actually gives him more energy. He is not about to waste a perfectly good afternoon doing a whole lot of nothing. Rainy Saturday? Perfect for an indoor obstacle course race. No plans this weekend? Let’s drive to the beach. His ADHD brain will short-circuit if it begins to experience boredom. My life is much richer and full of fun because I’m coupled with an ADHDer.

	The constant entertainer. I wouldn’t be surprised if a lot of performers we love have ADHD. Penn craves the spotlight, for sure, but the benefit is the constant laughter in our house. When we started dating, one of our first times out together as a couple was with a big gathering of friends at a bar. He was trying to flirt with me by saying, “I bet I can stick these four quarters in one nostril.” Romantic, huh? And then he did it. Hands off, ladies. He’s mine.
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Not a family dinner goes by that we don’t end up playing some sort of weird game Penn made up. One time, he invented a game where we all tried to see how many famous Toms we could name.

It’s not that I’m not fun, but if Penn isn’t there, our dinners have a very different vibe.

Twenty years after he put a buck in his nose, even in some of our darker moments, he still finds a way to make me laugh. Every. Single. Day.








Tom Time

For funsies, I just tried to name as many Toms as I could in one minute:

Tom DeLonge

Tom Cruise

Tom Hanks

Tom Sawyer

Tom Edison (I’m just assuming his friends called him Tom)

Tom Brady

Tom (Jerry’s friend)

Tom Holland

Tom Selleck

and . . . time!

—Penn





	I get a pass on being tidy. Penn is mess-blind. Being mess-blind is like being nose-blind, only instead of becoming so accustomed to the smells in your own house, you can no longer detect the clutter. He simply cannot see mess. Open drawers, stray socks, old mini-golf scorecards, receipts for oil changes, empty smoothie cups—they just don’t light up the part of his brain that says, “This doesn’t belong here. Please find a new place for it.” So yes, there’s more mess around our home than I would like because I seem to be the only adult who can see it. The upside is I can lose things, make a mess, and create chaos, and Penn will never, ever judge me.

	Hyperfocus FTW. This might surprise you, but I don’t do details well. I know, I know. Everyone pictures me as the type A counter to Penn’s frenetic energy, the type of person who gets off on crossing t’s and dotting i’s. But in reality, paperwork gives me hives. I would rather hike the Grand Canyon on a hundred-degree day without water than create a spreadsheet. By contrast, Penn can channel his ability to hyperfocus and get weeks’ worth of paperwork done in a single afternoon.

	The abundance of creativity. We have made more than a thousand videos in the last ten years. The videos are incredibly fun, and the goal is to make them seem like they are pure delight—but they are a ton of work. Coming up with idea after idea is just the start. There are days when I wake up and wonder if today will be the day the well runs dry, but our well springs eternal. Penn is a creative genius. His mind grabs a headline from a current event or lands on a popular topic and merges that concept with a pop song, creating a new and hilarious twist in a way that boggles my mind.

	The power of persistence. Many things that come easily to most people were pretty hard for Penn to master. He has an endlessly curious mind, but it takes him a long time to read books or even long articles because getting through large blocks of text is a slog for him. Growing up, schoolwork involving reading took him twice as long as his classmates. Having to work so hard taught him how to persist. It was as if he built up a muscle that helped him do hard things. He doesn’t give up when things aren’t going his way. He has an inner reserve of strength that he draws on to keep going. It has made him into the hardest worker I know, which is a great quality in a partner.

	A perspective shifter. Penn has always had to find a different way to learn and new ways to master a skill. This need to come at life sideways has given him practice seeing the world from many different perspectives, which has made him incredibly open-minded. As much as I aspire to be open-minded, like many people in our politically charged era, I tend to get locked in a mindset or an opinion. Once my take is set, my position is like dried concrete. Not much short of a jackhammer will change it. Penn isn’t spineless—he does have opinions—but he does an expert-level job making space in his mind and heart for different views because he has had to cultivate a fluid approach to learning. His mindset values absorbing more information and a variety of perspectives. It’s inspiring.

	A natural communicator. Penn and I have been asked to give talks about viral video creation, comedy, and the power of social media at conferences and conventions all over the world. While I want to write everything down beforehand and rehearse endlessly so our time on stage is very scripted, Penn rarely even glances at notes before confidently striding up to the microphone. He loves speaking in front of a group. The bigger, the better. He thrives on the challenge and the potential for something spontaneous to carry a moment on stage. As a result, our presentations are lively and full of happy accidents instead of carefully rehearsed deliveries.

	Pivot power. Penn’s ability to go with the flow and turn on a dime is unmatched. If a song or a script isn’t quite working, Penn can pivot without getting bogged down in a sense of failure or succumbing to spilled milk syndrome (But we’ve already worked so hard on this concept . . . ). He ditches the old idea in a heartbeat and turns his head squarely to the future. Next thing I know, he’ll have brainstormed a totally new solution that radically departs from whatever we’ve been spinning our wheels trying to salvage. I tend to get focused on processes and depend on doing things the way we’ve always done them. Penn is the first to suggest changes and roll with the outcomes, and we end up with much newer, fresher work.
We had a board game we created and sold through Kickstarter. It sold really well, but the dang thing was so heavy that any profits we might have earned from it got eaten up by shipping costs. I was really hard on myself for making such a stupid mistake. I was prepared to sit in that suck for weeks, but Penn took one look at the numbers and said, “Let’s just make it smaller.” And we did. I’d still be moping about it if it weren’t for him.






Thanks, honey! I am now blushing. See? It’s not all bad. Having ADHD is definitely tough, but there are things you can do—strategies you can employ and changes you can implement—to make your life with ADHD the best it can be. In the final part of the book, we’ll look at ways to build your skills and structure your life so you can thrive with ADHD.




PART 3

THRIVING WITH ADHD





You guys, you made it to part 3! Have you ever gotten this far into a nonfiction book? I am incredibly proud of you . . .

—Penn






When I sat down to write this part of the book, I was planning to call it “Surviving and Thriving with ADHD,” but then I realized that surviving with ADHD is thriving. Any of you who get through a day in a world that was not designed for your brain without collapsing in frustration deserve a big fat high-five or a flying chest bump, whichever you prefer. But you shouldn’t just have to get through your day. You deserve more than muddling along, trying not to let screw-ups get you down. You deserve to wake up excited, ready to share your unique gifts and talents with the world. You deserve to thrive.

One of the most reassuring quotes that came out of working on this book is from Dr. Andrea Chronis-Tuscano, president of the American Psychological Association’s Society of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology and professor of psychology at the University of Maryland. She said, “The beautiful thing about ADHD is that there are so many ways we can help. There are a lot of disorders that are much harder to treat. People with ADHD can do great things under the right circumstances. That’s why I love working with people with ADHD, because the trajectory can be amazing.”

I am a huge fan of amazing trajectories. Dr. Chronis-Tuscano is right. While ADHD is a real and significant disorder, if you implement strategies to help the world harmonize with your brain (I am a huge fan of harmony too), the results can be, dare I say, awesome.

Managing your ADHD is like training for a marathon. It takes hard work, commitment, and a willingness to accept that some people don’t want to talk about it. But it is also possible.

In part 3, I’m going to walk you through strategies, techniques, approaches, and hacks for harnessing the power of your incredible brain instead of fighting against it. I’m not saying it will be a snap, but if you persist, the effort will be worth it.

Let’s do this.





CHAPTER 11

THE RIGHT STUFF

Since the late eighteenth century, when behaviors we now associate with ADHD were identified as disorders, people have been trying to figure out how to treat those behaviors. Back then, the unlucky folks1 who suffered from ADHD were subjected to some rather crackpot treatments for their symptoms, including isolation, herbs, spoiled milk, and riding horses. The next time you complain about modern healthcare (which I do plenty), just remember this image of an ADHD patient around the time of our nation’s birth.

Treatment options improved by the twentieth century, but they still weren’t great. Some twentieth-century experts suggested2 decreasing stimulation for ADHD children, including placing them in undecorated classrooms with teachers who dressed plainly—no bright colors or flashy jewelry. Unsurprisingly, having a dowdy teacher did not produce fewer ADHD symptoms in students. It wasn’t until the 1980s3 that science established the current best practices for the treatment of ADHD: a multipronged approach of medication, behavioral intervention, or a combination of the two.
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4Could Have Been Worse

I guess old-timey ADHDers couldn’t complain too much. What they went through wasn’t as bad as some of these other horrific medical treatments for other maladies. For example:


	Cure for a nosebleed: sticking a red-hot poker up the nose.

	Cure for cysts: touching the hand of a dead man.

	Cure for constipation: consuming mercury (which, by the way, is poisonous).





THE BIG TWO

Medication

Before we get started, let’s make one thing very, very clear: I am not a doctor. I am not a doctor. I am not a doctor. At the risk of sounding like a broken record, I will repeat: I am not a doctor. I do not have a medical degree—I don’t even play a doctor on TV—so the best advice I can give you about medication is to go to an actual doctor to discuss whether it will work for you. (Medication works for a lot of people! I just don’t happen to be one of them.)

DOCTOR OF MEDICINE VERSUS PENN HOLDERNESS








	Doctor of Medicine

	Penn Holderness




	Advanced degree, at least eight years of post–high school education

	Bachelor’s degree, four years of post–high school education




	Years of clinical experience

	Years of song parody experience




	Expertise in a large number of ADHD patients

	Expertise in one ADHD patient (myself)




	Can name all comorbidities associated with ADHD

	Can name the original Broadway cast of Phantom of the Opera




	May have ADHD

	Has ADHD






I tried one type of medicine to manage my ADHD, and it was a long, long time ago—so long ago that the medication I took, Dexedrine, is now prescribed far less frequently for ADHD. Without that medication, I might not have a college diploma, and for the role it played in helping me graduate, I’m grateful. For the one year I was on it, I felt more in control of my attention center, I felt more task-oriented, and I felt more capable in school. What I did not feel like was myself. I felt like a completely different person, and I did not like that at all.

I lost weight, and my personality went through fundamental changes. I was in what could best be described as a funk. I was grumpy and down, and the world didn’t feel shiny to me. That combination of blahs felt worse than the difficulty I was having academically, so I took myself off the medication as soon as I graduated. I went through a crazy withdrawal that included a bout of depression, but I came out of it after a couple of weeks. That medication was simply the wrong cocktail for my brain and body, and since that time, I have managed my symptoms without meds.

I want to be clear that I am not against medication. I’m not a tree-hugging naturalist. I don’t think Big Pharma sits around in conference rooms twirling their mustaches and developing new ways to keep us doped up so they can get rich(er). That medication and I were just not a good match, which apparently puts me in the minority of ADHDers. It does wonders for loads of other people. Stimulant medication reportedly helps5 symptoms of ADHD in between 80 and 90 percent of kids and around 70 percent of adults.

Despite the proven efficacy and safety of ADHD medications, many of the experts interviewed for this book reported their patients were hesitant about trying medication even when symptoms were having a major effect on their quality of life.

Dr. Loucresie Rupert said she sees this among her patients:

I get pushback on medications6. My stance on medication resistance is if you’re doing fine without medication—if you are able to handle your schoolwork and your peer relationships, and still have good self-esteem, and if you’re not stressing yourself out trying to get things done to the point where you are emotionally falling apart—cool. But if any of that starts slipping, we need to have another conversation. My approach is that I will do whatever your plan is, unless your plan isn’t working.

The bottom line is that you should absolutely listen to your doctor, but in choosing your doctor, you should look for someone who will listen to your preferences and be willing to adjust if things aren’t working.

There are two main classes of medications for ADHD: stimulants and nonstimulants. Stimulants help brain cells “talk” to one another more effectively. They “boost the signal7” so you are able to pay better attention. If you choose to pursue medication, there will likely be a trial-and-error period as you work with your doctor to determine the right meds and the right dosage. For some people, a nonstimulant, which will also boost the amount of key neurotransmitters in the brain, may be a better option, as nonstimulants have less of an impact on sleep, appetite, and anxiety. They do, however, seem to be less effective.8
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It may sound obvious, but it’s worth pointing out that medication works to manage your symptoms only while you are taking it. It’s like taking insulin for diabetes. If you take it for a year9, you might get your levels under control for that year—but it will not cure your diabetes.


10Friends Share, but Not Their Drugs

According to Dr. Stephen Hinshaw, if you have ADHD and you really want to focus for the next few hours, there’s nothing like getting a stimulant into your system. However, he warns, if you don’t have ADHD, taking a stimulant might help you stay up all night, but it won’t necessarily improve your performance. Stimulants help non-ADHD brains stay alert longer, but they don’t improve needed cognitive functions. The biggest change in non-ADHDers who take a stimulant seems to be how much they overestimate their performance. According to a study, non-ADHD students who took stimulants felt certain they aced their tests when they absolutely didn’t. On top of that, 15 to 20 percent of college students who take or buy or steal their roommate’s ADHD meds get addicted. (Yep, in college, some of my buddies asked to try my medication. All of them asked for more afterward.) Don’t do drugs, kids.



Behavioral Intervention

The second evidence-based approach to managing ADHD symptoms is behavioral intervention. This might sound like a bad reality TV show, where a suspiciously good-looking doctor raps you on the wrist every time you step out of line, but it’s actually a term that describes just about every treatment that isn’t a medication—things like talk therapy, accommodations at work or school, behavior management training for parents and kids, and strategies to boost executive skills. Essentially, it’s changes a doctor or therapist suggests you try in order to make your life with ADHD less difficult.

My behavioral interventions have all been self-imposed, and are all strategic. I don’t start a workday without a list of tasks to accomplish. I work in an office where I am the only person in the room with a door as a barrier between me and distraction. Every hour, I make it a point to break that barrier and socialize with coworkers (Kim and team) for at least five minutes. These strategies help my particular brand of ADHD.

For some people with ADHD, behavior therapy can be incredibly effective. According to the Multimodal Treatment of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder study (MTA), the largest and longest study ever done on ADHD treatment in children, the biggest benefits come from a combination of medication and behavioral intervention, which I guess isn’t surprising. But a cool finding was that a significant percentage of kids who received excellent behavioral therapy managed really well without medication, and others were able to do well on a very low dose. That’s certainly been my experience.11

THE RIGHT STUFF—BEST PRACTICES FOR TREATMENT

Figuring out the best treatment plan can be overwhelming—like trying to choose the right diet to keep you healthy. There are dozens of options and loads of conflicting information out there. As you’re navigating the paths, make sure you can trust your sources, which means following advice from credentialed experts affiliated with respected institutions. A recent study revealed12 that more than 50 percent of ADHD information on TikTok was inaccurate—so do your own research, as the conspiracy theorists say, but back it up with information from people who are paid to study this stuff.

I learned from the experts interviewed for this book that successful treatments for ADHD have a few things in common.

1. They take time.

Improving your ADHD symptoms is not a presto-chango situation, nor is it a linear process. There will be setbacks, frustrations, and recalculations as you find the right balance of elements to address your particular challenges. We’re talking months or even years, not days or weeks. Take comfort in the knowledge that the right treatment is out there if you are willing to seek it out and stick with it.

You’ve probably put this together already, but the fact that treatment takes time to make a difference means you should get started as soon as possible.

My best example of this was learning to be on time. It’s something I was not good at for most of my life; then I married a wonderful woman who is never late. In fact, she’s ten minutes early to everything. It took me over a year to kick the habit, and it only worked when I gamified it. You know those signs at work that show you the number of days without an accident? Turns out there’s an app for that called the Days Since: Quit Habit Tracker. It’s great for sobriety, junk food, whatever you want. I used it to teach myself how to be on time. For a while, I couldn’t get a streak going longer than a week, but because this app gamified being on time, I had to beat it. Soon I got a monthlong streak. Then a six-month streak. Now I am almost never late.

2. They take work.

Treatment for ADHD is not a set-it-and-forget-it situation. It requires monitoring, tweaking, and evaluation. The people who do best with their treatment tend to be diligent about assessing whether it’s working for them and making adjustments when it’s not.

3. They should be implemented one at a time.

Parts 1 and 2 taught you this! It’s better if we don’t overstuff our to-do lists, right? ADHD throws so much at you on the daily, it’s tempting to want to attack every single challenge in one fell swoop. That approach is sure to overwhelm you and lead to feelings of defeat. Concentrate instead on one area of improvement at a time, and then let success propel you forward as you gain confidence from making progress.

4. They are upstream.

Managing difficulties that come with having ADHD is all about the upstream solution. Attack the problem by preventing it from happening in the first place. For example, if you are always leaving your bills all over the place, put a shoebox by the door for them so you know where to find them when it’s time to pay up. Personally, I am forever leaving my shoes all over the floor because I am old and tall and hate picking them up. So I found a pegboard on Etsy that holds my shoes at eye level. Less bending over leads to more cleanliness!

5. They focus on impairment, not difference.

There is a world of difference between symptoms that affect your life—like, say, chattiness—and symptoms that impair your life—like an inability to focus long enough to take an important exam.

For most people, the number of impairments is much smaller than the overall number of affecting symptoms. It can help to cultivate a whatevs attitude about the symptoms that annoy you but don’t throw your life into a tizzy. Target the symptoms that set you back.

If you are a wiggly worm and like to stand on one leg at your desk and bounce as you work, but your wiggling doesn’t negatively affect your ability to get your work done (or anyone else’s ability to get their work done), that’s probably not the symptom to worry about. If you were to try to work sitting down, you’d be diverting your energy toward sitting still and not toward finishing the task. Focus instead on the symptoms13 that are getting in the way of being productive or enjoying your life.


Your ADHD Pain Points

Fill in your pain points—the areas in which ADHD makes your life more of a challenge—and rate them based on the following scale:


	Eh, I can live with it.

	Sometimes it bothers me, but mostly it seems to bother other people.

	I’d change it if changing it didn’t require a lot of effort.

	It gets me in a heap of trouble.

	It’s worse than an itchy sweater on a hundred-degree day. If I don’t change it right now, I will scream.










	Your Pain Point

	Rating
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Tip: As you’re deciding which areas of your life to try to improve, focus on the 4s and 5s. If you’re curious, here are some of my pain points and how I rate them:



Fidgeting with silverware: 1

Talking too quickly: 2

Occasionally mumbling to myself: 3

Spacing out while reading: 3

Leaving on ovens and stoves: 5

Interrupting people: 5



Kim would probably rate my idiosyncrasies very differently. While it’s definitely important to know which things are bothering your loved ones, your opinion counts the most when it comes to behavioral intervention.



6. They work best if you choose them.

What works for me might not work for you. Our ADHD is different, and so is the most effective way to treat it. As I said, I planted my rear in the front of the classroom as a kid because that little bit of fear of the teacher helped keep me focused. If you (like Kim) have anxiety, you probably wouldn’t make that same choice, because that anxiety will make it harder for you to concentrate.14

Dr. Sibley recommends that ADHDers drive the bus when it comes to their treatment. Basically, she says, if you don’t see a problem with your behavior15, there’s a low chance you’ll go to the trouble of trying to change it.

That makes sense when you remember that we are motivated by personal interest. When you get to the point with your ADHD where you are ready to start addressing problems, focus on the symptom that matters most to you. Maybe your friends and family are sick of you interrupting, but you are more bothered by not being able to get yourself in bed before midnight no matter what you do. Because getting a good night’s sleep is what matters to you, you will be far more successful working on your bedtime routine than you will be working on your tendency to talk over people.

Tell everyone else, gently, to butt out, and let us ADHDers decide which changes we’d like to make.


Motivational Interviewing16

To help you design a treatment plan you’ll stick to, your therapist might try motivational interviewing—a type of engagement practitioners use to help someone make a change in their life based on their personal motivation. Motivational interviewing originated in the world of substance abuse17, but it’s been used to help people stick to a diet, adhere to a medication plan, or . . . change an ADHD behavior. The model is awesome because it shifts the focus away from “There’s something wrong with you and we need to fix it” to “What’s bothering you?”



7. They are targeted to specific environments.

The ADHD brain sometimes struggles with generalizing information, so if you are trying to improve your concentration at work, your strategy should be tailored to improving your concentration in that particular environment even if you have buffed up your concentration overall. Dr. Kurtz referred to this as intervening at the “point of performance.”18 You may have to review skills for different settings—for the classroom, in social situations, at home, etc. Ask yourself, What’s usually going on when trouble comes up? Is there anything about my environment that can be changed? What have I tried? What works?

8. They are reinforced with rewards.

We ADHDers love to be rewarded. The brain’s reward center relies on dopamine—which, you may remember, we crave. Whether it’s doled out for completing a task or modifying our behavior, a reward is a powerful reinforcer. As someone who makes videos and relies on people actually enjoying them to pay the mortgage, I often imagine a happy face on a satisfied viewer (since I can’t actually see one). That’s my motivation.

Researchers conducted a simple experiment that showed how an incentive improves performance in ADHDers. They asked kids to press a button when they saw an X on a screen but refrain from pushing that button when an O appeared. In the first round, kids with ADHD didn’t do as well as the kids without ADHD, but when ADHDers got a reward every time they got one right, they improved their performance. The reward boosted the amount of dopamine19, which led to better behavior control.
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Parents, if you are working on helping your child with behavior modification, a reward system like a sticker chart or a daily report card can work wonders. If you have ADHD, you probably know from experience how the promise of a reward can help you slog through something you don’t want to do.

TREAT YOURSELF (OR YOUR KID): THE MOTIVATING POWER OF REWARDS

According to Dr. Caldwell, rewards aren’t universally beloved in the ADHD community, particularly by ADHDers who have the ability to get themselves whatever they want whenever they want it (such as adults who can buy a Diet Coke for themselves whenever it tickles their fancy). But if you are an adult with ADHD and impulsivity isn’t a challenge for you, you might find rewards to be just the thing to get you to stick with a good habit.

There are a few key factors to keep in mind when designing a reward system. The most effective rewards are:

Immediate. Though some people might find a giant reward sometime in the distant future to be motivating—If I work hard enough at my side hustle, I’ll have enough money saved up to buy an electric bike in just six months!—for ADHDers, rewards are most motivating when they are small, frequent, and immediate. Our brains are not into delayed gratification. We would rather have an Oreo now than a five-course meal at the end of the week. The closer in time your response is to a desired behavior, the more effective the reinforcement will be. This can be especially useful for parents to know.

Let’s say your kid is having trouble getting out the door on time in the mornings. Instead of sitting down at the end of the day to explain the importance of being on time and promising an ice cream on Friday afternoon if they are in the car by 8:00 a.m. each day, try offering a small treat immediately after they meet the goal. For example, maybe they get to choose a song to listen to in the car or get to ride shotgun if they are old enough.

Same goes if you are using rewards to motivate yourself. Make sure you enjoy the reward immediately after whatever activity you’d rather not do. My duties at night are to let the dog outside, turn off all the lights in the house, make sure the doors are locked, and start the dishwasher. Those are all things my ADHD brain does not ever want to do. But I make them the very last things of the day, so as soon as I’m done with those, I get to go upstairs to do a crossword or watch a TV show. If I were expected to do those chores without a reward, they wouldn’t get done.

Carrots, not sticks. When choosing a consequence20 for a behavior, Dr. Gregory Fabiano suggested in a webinar for clinicians that you should reward positive actions rather than punish negative behavior. Instead of threatening to take something like screen time away, establish that a reward comes when something is achieved, training the brain to know good things come when expectations are fulfilled.

Note to ADHD supporters: Wield your power wisely. Never use shame as a weapon. If you’re going to nudge someone you love toward correct behavior, do so gently, quietly, and privately.

Chosen. Dr. Hinshaw recommends that a person with ADHD choose their own reward, allowing them some control and ensuring they are personally invested in gaining the reward.21 What really works best is to have a choice of rewards (small rewards for small victories, larger rewards for bigger progress) to avoid getting satiated on the same reward over and over.

Consistent and contingent. The reward must be contingent upon reaching the stated goal: “You can’t have free time until clothes are put away” or “Once you clear the table, then you’ll get dessert.”

If you are a parent and your kid decides not to complete the task, you don’t give the reward. You don’t lecture, shame, or tell them how disappointed you are; you simply don’t give the reward. If you stand firm and insist they reach the goal, the reward will mean more the following day. Plus, by focusing on the behavior22 rather than the kid’s character, you sidestep the risk of making them feel like a failure.

Specific and measurable. When you are designing a reward system, make sure you are clear about what is needed to earn the reward. Dr. Hinshaw shared that when parents come to him saying their child is having trouble with math, he helps them see that description as too amorphous. To make progress, they must define what success looks like. Even better, he says, they must find a measurable goal to work toward. For example, if completing math homework is a challenge23, the goal might be to do three math problems before a break, and after 80 percent of the math problems are complete, the child receives a check mark on the reward chart.

Successful. Success breeds success. Start small with your goals and build gradually. If you’re hoping your child will sit still for dinnertime, set them up for success by initially setting the timer for a doable amount of time to trigger a reward. If, for example, your goal is for your child to sit at the table for fifteen minutes, start the first week with a reward24 after five minutes and then gradually increase the timer to fifteen.

One more time for luck: I am not a doctor. No advanced degree of any kind hangs on my wall, so for a top-notch, effective program, please consult with someone who has letters either before or after their name indicating their expertise. That said, in the rest of part 3, I’ll share what I have learned through my own experience and the research on ways to make your life with ADHD easier.

To give yourself the best shot at improving your life with ADHD, you’ll need to be firing on all cylinders. Let’s look at how to put yourself in the best position by taking care of yourself.




CHAPTER 12

CHARGE YOUR BATTERY

I would bet good money that you’ve had days when things have gone so well for you that you barely thought about your ADHD. I’d bet even bigger money that you’ve had days when it felt like your ADHD was kicking you in the gut while wearing combat boots. My guess is that on the days when your ADHD felt extra-kicky, you were running low on an important resource. Maybe you’d had a bad night’s sleep. Maybe a friend blew you off and your self-esteem was at zero. Maybe you skipped breakfast . . . and lunch. Those low-resource days are killers. I have learned that it is a lot easier to deal with what life throws at you when your tank is full—and that means taking care of yourself, especially your brain.

Your brain is like a car. It runs best if you keep it tuned up. Even a high-performance vehicle will be more prone to breaking down if you neglect it. Take care of your brain, and it will be better able to operate at its peak.





Fun fact: Researchers at the Hebrew University1 of Jerusalem designed a battery made of boiled potato that could light a room for forty days at one-sixth the cost of a D battery. Wait. Should I be investing in spuds?

—Penn






THE BIG SIX FOR REGULATING YOUR SYSTEM

Your ability to regulate your system—to be in control of your emotions, your attention, and your behavior—is finite. That’s true of everyone, but to extend the car analogy, we ADHDers are like first-generation plug-in electric vehicles with no gas backup. We are really cool and innovative, but since our regulation battery tends to deplete pretty quickly, we need to recharge regularly and frequently.





One of your goals in managing your ADHD should be to remind yourself how capable you are when the circumstances are right. You may need a helping hand now and again, but with effort up front and, yes, effort over time, you will be surprised how much you can do on your own.

—Penn






You might remember way back in chapter 3 the six things Dr. Marcy Caldwell listed that reliably refill2 our fuel cells: exercise, sleep, nutrition, connection, medication, and meditation. If you can beef up your intake of these six things, you’ll improve your brain’s regulatory capacity. Dr. Emily King, a clinician with more than twenty years of experience working with kids with ADHD, explained that regulation has to happen before learning can happen. So if you have a child with ADHD, it makes sense to put your efforts into helping your child regulate themselves3 before doing a full-court press on academics or any behavioral issues.

Let’s look a little closer at each of the six elements.

MOVE IT: EXERCISE

Though it might sound counterintuitive, if you are struggling to muster the concentration and control to complete a task, your best move might not be to grit your teeth and grind it out. Your best move might be to move. Instead of telling yourself, I’m gluing myself to this chair until I finish, get up and go for a walk or put on a banger and dance your butt off.
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According to Dr. Russell Barkley4, exercise benefits ADHD more than any other psychiatric disorder. It’s easy to see why. When you exercise, the activity fires up your levels of dopamine and norepinephrine, which help regulate your attention. That extra load of dopamine5 helps with cognitive control and behavioral control, making it more likely you will feel settled instead of twitchy. Even short amounts of exercise—twenty minutes of biking, running, or playing laser tag—showed ADHD brains observed in EEGs firing more like neurotypical brains.

When you get your heart pumping, it benefits you both immediately—improving your short-term ability to regulate—and over the long term as the upsides accrue. Regular exercise helps to raise your overall levels of those good, attention-aiding neurotransmitters.


My Top-Five Workout Songs




	“You Can Do It” (Ice Cube): There are some bad words, but it’s impossible not to work out during this song.




	“Wake Me Up” (Avicii): There’s something about that Irish kick drum / clapback that works for workouts.




	“Wish” (Nine Inch Nails): If you are doing heavy weights while this song plays, you know when to lift the bar. (The clean version is just as good as the one with naughty language.)




	“Umbrella” (Rihanna): I have no clue why, but this song gets me going in the gym.




	“Smells Like Teen Spirit” (Nirvana): I’m a child of the nineties. What else can I say?



Bonus: My Top-Five Dance Songs (Again, There Are Clean Versions)


	“Hypnotize” (The Notorious B.I.G.): Biggie’s bars are relentless, just like your dancing should be.




	“Work It” (Missy Elliott): This is one of Kim’s top jams. I mainly like to dance to it because I like to watch Kim dance to it.




	“Party Up (Up in Here)” (DMX): When the DJ played this song at our wedding, the dance floor went from sparse to absolutely packed. It’s an energy bomb in any situation.




	“Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It)” (Beyoncé): Not to brag, but I know most of the choreography—like everyone else with access to the internet.




	“The Way You Look Tonight” (Frank Sinatra): Because Kim will slow-dance to it with me.





I always feel better after I’ve broken a sweat. When I think about how many hours I spent feeling trapped in a classroom in my youth, I thank God for the performing arts. Doing choreography, moving around onstage, and shimmying my jazz hands kept me active and regulated during the school day. I am calmer and more clearheaded post-workout. These days, I lift heavy weights two to three times a week and play tennis or pickleball two to three times a week, and even if I play like crap, I am more balanced after a match.

As you look for ways to incorporate more movement into your life, keep in mind you don’t have to run ten miles a day or become a CrossFit maniac. Pick up something fun, something that will hold your interest, such as dance, kickboxing, soccer, swimming, or pickleball.

If you’re enjoying an activity, you’ll be more likely to make it a regular part of your routine. Some evidence suggests that sports that require concentration and technical movements—from ballet to rock climbing—can help improve concentration in ADHDers. So if you choose one of those activities, it may strengthen your physical muscles6 and your mental muscles.





You guys, pickleball may be the most ADHD-friendly sport ever. It moves so fast, which means you don’t have time to wallow after a bad shot because a good shot is seconds away. Just try it once and get back to me. You’re welcome.

—Penn






SWEET DREAMS: SLEEP

It doesn’t seem fair. A large percentage—perhaps as many as half—of ADHDers suffer from insomnia (sometimes as a side effect of taking stimulants), which leaves us short on sleep. But a bad night’s sleep can tax our ability to regulate and radically increase the intensity of ADHD symptoms. Ugh.

We are pretty rigid about bedtimes in our household. I need a long runway to make it to dreamland. It takes me around an hour to fall asleep each night. My brain is nearly always still whirring when it’s time to go to bed, so I need to do a crossword puzzle before my head hits the pillow. If a crossword puzzle doesn’t do the trick, I sometimes try other ways to occupy my brain as I lie in bed. I need to overload my brain into falling asleep, so it’s usually something challenging like this:


	Recalling the last twenty-five pages of a book I just read in as much detail as possible

	Listing athletes who have played for my favorite sports teams (the Braves, UNC men’s basketball, and Arsenal Football Club)

	Naming the American presidents in chronological order (for extra points, adding vice presidents)

	Visualizing my current favorite movie or TV show, scene by scene, including dialogue



Once the whirring calms to a gentle spin, I may listen to something on my headphones for a few minutes. Then I’ll close my eyes and review my favorite parts of the day (for a little dopamine hit before I hit the hay), and I’m done.
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Getting a good night’s sleep can make a huge difference in how your next day goes. When you’re tempted to watch just one more episode, ask yourself, Would I rather watch a made-up character do something on a pixelated screen, or would I prefer an entire day in a 3D world where I’m not feeling frustrated, ashamed, and mad at the world and myself?

A quick reminder of sleep hygiene basics:


	Set a consistent bedtime.

	Avoid screens at least an hour before bedtime.

	Keep the room cool.

	Don’t eat right before bed.

	Moderate your alcohol intake.

	Limit caffeine consumption to morning.



EAT RIGHT: NUTRITION

I would love to say that if you down a couple of naturally derived supplements each morning, your ADHD symptoms will disappear. But I’m sorry to say the generally accepted advice about nutrition for ADHD is of the predictable and dutiful “eat your vegetables” variety.

Many hopeful ADHDers have tried tinkering with their diets and taking powders and pills, but no good evidence has shown that this makes a significant impact on ADHD. The world of supplements and dietary products is rife with opportunistic companies. The safest way to support brain health is with a healthy diet. You know the kind: balanced, veggie forward, not too much sugar, plenty of protein.

Did you just hear womp womp wooooooomp in your head? That’s okay. You aren’t alone. Remember, we are dopamine hunters, and many of us prefer the instant gratification of junk food. Here’s how I try to combat my chemistry: When given the choice between a shrimp salad and a bacon and fried-egg cheeseburger, I deliberately tell myself, The shrimp salad will make me feel so much better tomorrow. And then—and this is important—when I spring out of bed the next morning feeling refreshed, I literally thank the shrimp salad. I know, it sounds crazy, but I say it out loud. “Thanks, shrimp salad!” My kids think I’m a weirdo. I don’t care.
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A quick note on sugar: It’s not the ADHD boogeyman some people think it is. While you’ll want to consume it in very small quantities because the stuff is not good for your overall health, in the short term, sugar may give your brain a brief boost. According to Dr. Barkley, sipping a drink with glucose in it while you work on a mentally taxing project helps keep your battery charged. Your frontal lobe needs the sugar7 to keep executive function rolling. Dr. Rupert used this phenomenon8 as she completed her medical boards, eating small amounts of candy as she worked to juice her brain during the grueling exams. You don’t want to go overboard, because a sugar crash is real and the long-term health consequences can be serious. But in small doses, a (tiny) spoonful of sugar can help you concentrate.

If you have questions about other foods or the stuff manufacturers stick in foods, be sure to consult a physician—not parenting message boards, TikTok, or your aunt who read an article once.

YOUR ADHD TEAM: CONNECTION

When it comes to managing your ADHD, you’re in the driver’s seat—but to keep your motor humming, you’ll need a top-notch pit crew.

My pit crew: Kim’s the crew chief, and she’s world-class at it. She calls for the pit stops when she knows I need maintenance. Lola and PC are on floor jacks; they lift me up with their understanding laughs and hugs in spite of whatever difficulty I may be having. My friends are on tires; they zoom in and give my extroverted ADHD brain something new and exciting, then they zoom back out.

The most important members of your crew are your friends and family—the people you trust to love you unconditionally, ADHD slipups and all. Having a network of people who make you feel accepted provides a huge protection factor for people with ADHD. Friends and loved ones cushion you against the potholes you’ll inevitably encounter as you navigate life with ADHD.

Just a reminder: Your pit crew is there to support you, but you need to take primary responsibility for making sure the vehicle doesn’t crash—especially not into them. (I’m really stretching this whole car analogy, aren’t I?)

You may have heard the much-cited statistic that loneliness is as bad for your health as smoking fifteen cigarettes a day, but did you know it can also affect your sleep? A scientist named John Cacioppo9 found that lonely people are likely to suffer from interrupted sleep, which, as we know, can increase symptoms of ADHD. Plus, feelings of connection lessen stress, which in turn lessens your ADHD symptoms. If you have a choice between meditating and spending quality time with a friend, choose the quality time.

The rest of your pit crew will be made up of paid professionals with degrees: doctors, behavioral health specialists, and, if you are a student or the parent of a student, teachers and administrators at school. Ideally, the professionals you choose will have extensive experience working with ADHD patients, which has given them an understanding of what it’s like to live with ADHD.

As you search for the right crew members, qualifications should be at the top of your must-have list, but so should your connection with them. This may be especially true of mental health specialists. As Dr. Kurtz pointed out, “The science of psychotherapy has shown us10 that outcomes have more to do with the relationship than the specific techniques.”

It’s worth shopping around to find experts with whom you feel simpatico—people who really get what it’s like to live with ADHD.


A NOTE FROM KIM

I have a friend who has a son with ADHD. The whole family met with his teacher last year to talk about how he could improve his study habits. During the meeting, the teacher turned to my friend’s son and said, “You just need to try harder.” It was so defeating for him and so heartbreaking for his parents. The kid was trying. He needed a different environment to support him, and, apparently, a different teacher. My friend ended up searching for a new school where the faculty would be more understanding of the needs of ADHD students. Switching schools is a huge privilege, and it’s not possible for everyone. But “just try harder” isn’t helpful advice.




Should You Hire an ADHD Coach?

There are people who offer ADHD coaching services. Coaches help you come up with and implement plans for managing your ADHD, and many people find it valuable having an extra team member to keep them in line. Dr. Sibley advised a degree of caution about coaching because, unlike a doctor or a therapist, a coach may be self-anointed. If you decide to hire a coach, make sure you vet their credentials. Dr. Sibley also encourages working with professionals who push you to do things on your own, as some coaches may provide helpful reminders and assistance while they work with you but offer little guidance for after your work together ends. The goal is for you to be as independent as possible.



TAKE YOUR MEDICINE: MEDICATION

As I said in chapter 11, medication makes a significant difference in increasing regulatory ability for the majority of ADHDers. If you choose to pursue medication, a doctor will help you figure out which medication is right for you. Remember that it may take a while—as long as several months—to land on the right medication and the right dosage, so supporting medication with behavioral interventions is the accepted best practice.

YOUR INNER BUDDHA: MEDITATION

As Dr. Steve Kurtz pointed out11, “Whatever our vulnerabilities are, they’re exacerbated by stress.” If you have IBS, stress will affect your GI tract. If you get migraines, stress will bring on that blinding pain. If you have ADHD, stress will affect your ADHD symptoms. Our stress level plays an enormous role in whether we are overwhelmed by ADHD or dealing with it pretty darn well. Getting stress under control alleviates the edginess that causes ADHD to spike. And one of the best ways to manage stress is through meditation.

Did you just groan? I’m with you.

If you have ADHD, even if you believe in the theoretical benefits, meditating sounds like hell on earth. Sitting totally still and emptying your mind? Hahahahahahahaha. Never for a single moment in my life have I been able to empty my mind.

Needless to say, I am no meditation master—but the practice has been suggested to me by my wife, my friends, my coworkers, and just about anyone who has ever been in the same room with me for more than ten minutes. I have tried—really, I have—but if there is not someone standing at the front of the room guiding me through a meditation, my attention is all over the place.

If you are like me, traditional meditation—sitting in silence for twenty minutes or longer with your eyes closed—is probably a no-go. But there are a lot of other ways to engage in meditative and mindful practices.

One idea came from Dr. Alok Kanojia, aka the Healthy Gamer, who shared an excellent cheat code in one of his videos: Try meditating with your eyes open. You will be able to maintain better focus because a low level of visual stimulation will keep your brain from monkey-minding all over the place. Being able to see boosts your baseline stimulation12 level closer to its optimal setting.

I like this idea. I’ve been able to achieve some pretty successful mental peace by sitting on my porch in a rocking chair (with no phone), looking out at the yard. It’s probably what others may call “spacing out,” but it does turn down the volume on my brain chatter.

I also occasionally eavesdrop on my daughter’s tennis coach, who has been teaching her about gap training in between points and how to use breath to reset herself. So I, too, have started trying some mindful breathing between tasks. I sit straight up, breathe in, hold it for five or six seconds, and breathe out. I do feel calmer afterward. Thanks, Coach Tim! Now can you please fix my backhand, forehand, serve, and footwork?


Mindfulness for People Who Suck at Meditating

If traditional sit-in-lotus-position-with-your-eyes-closed meditation doesn’t work for you, you might try one of these options instead:


	Box breathing (exhale four counts, inhale four counts, hold it four counts, exhale four counts); 4-7-8 breathing (inhale four counts, hold for seven, exhale eight); or simply trying to breathe as few times in a minute as possible

	Assembling Legos

	A guided walking or running meditation

	Solving a maze

	Coloring in a coloring book

	Doing a word search

	Ringing a chime and listening for the tone to fade

	Doing yoga

	Staring at a lava lamp

	Playing with a sandscape toy

	Mesmerizing yourself with a liquid motion timer

	Playing an instrument



When I am stressed out, and sometimes even when I’m not, I sit down at a piano and play. I think of a song I like. (Today it was “Somebody’s Baby” by Jackson Browne.) I play it once, then again, then as I play it a third time, my fingers seem to move without my brain having to tell them to. I play it a fourth or even fifth time, and by then, it’s like I’m not even sitting at the piano; now I’m somewhere else. I have just played the same eight notes over and over again in a melody. It worked just as well, maybe even better, because it was so simple. Losing myself in the music feels like a meditative practice to me—or at least a break for my brain.



Bonus: I’m going to tack one final element onto the end of Dr. C’s list: self-compassion. Sometimes, no matter what you do, you have a junk day. If you are going through it even when you have done more self-care than Gwyneth Paltrow, samesies. I have definitely felt like watching an entire season of a reality TV show in my underwear for no discernible reason. No one is bulletproof. Know that you are not the only one who gets dysregulated, and be cool with yourself about it. That generosity will give you more of a lift than self-smacktalk.

Making sure your ADHD brain’s regulatory capacity is well-fueled is a daily challenge, but if you keep an eye on these factors, you’ll find you’ll have more mental and emotional oomph.




CHAPTER 13

MASTER YOUR DAILY ROUTINE

Have you ever seen one of those cartoons where the world gloriously syncs up with the movement of the main character, providing her with exactly what she needs at just the moment she needs it? A tree falls over the stream just as she’s about to step across. An apple drops into her picnic basket just as she opens it for lunch. It’s as if she’s charmed.

Life with ADHD can feel like the exact opposite of that. You splash into a stream you didn’t see because you were busy thinking about why old dudes used to refer to women as “foxes.” You find your picnic basket empty because you got distracted by a piece of moldy fruit on your counter when packing your lunch. You deserve to have things go smoothly. You deserve to have things fall into place. You deserve for life to unfold before you with endless opportunity.

You can have a more effortless life. It won’t happen by magic. In fact, it will take work to set it up. But once you have systems in place, you can enjoy fewer hassles and hang-ups.
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Despite what you might think, systems and routines are not ADHD’s enemies. They’re allies. Managing life with ADHD is all about building an external support system to keep you on track, and putting guardrails or bumpers in place to nudge you gently back into your lane . . . where a smooth(er) road awaits.

In our household, systems tend to emerge after multiple failures. For example, I hope this isn’t TMI, but I often pee sitting down because I’ve frequently failed to remember to put the seat down or clean up after myself. Same deal with my cooking timer. After one too many close calls where I forgot to turn off the cooktop burner, I now set a timer to remind myself to turn it off.

In this chapter, we’re going to look at how you can grease the tracks of your day-to-day train ride through life. Before you get started, I want to remind you that even the best systems fail, and that’s okay. There will be a trial-and-error period while you figure out what works best for you.

SECURE YOUR TARGET

First, you’ll want to identify your points of failure. Where do you usually find yourself foiled by ADHD? Is it leaving things behind? Not making it out of the house on time?

Make a list of what you’d like to work on. Then, remember, choose just one goal to start. Trying to solve every problem you have at once is too overwhelming. Take a targeted approach, not shock and awe.

As you’re scanning for glitches in your system, pay attention to your daily rhythms. When do you notice you have the most difficulty? During transitions? Getting out the door? During periods when you need to concentrate? How does your energy and attention hold up throughout the day? Many ADHDers have the most resources in the morning and are best able to concentrate then.

I was having a tough go of it before I figured out my daily rhythm. I run pretty hot on most workdays. I wake up and barrel through the daily get-the-kids-out-the-door routine before I get home, lock myself in my office, and find a deluge of projects hitting me in the face. By 4:00 p.m., I am wiped. I used to soldier on and try to continue working until five when it was time to transition to family time, but after a series of missed kid-pickups and showing up at the totally wrong places at the totally wrong times, I realized I needed a buffer between work and family time. I now use that time for decompression, and as a result, I’ve been doing much better with my afternoon family duties.

If you don’t have a natural sense of when you’re at your best, try keeping a journal for a week to track when your symptoms are better or worse. If that feels like too much to manage on your own, you could ask someone you live with to take note. Just don’t get mad at them when they call you out.





The James Webb Space Telescope had 344 points of failure—places where things had to go exactly right or else—when it was launched on its journey of a million miles into space. Getting the craft right was literally rocket science. It took more than a thousand of the world’s best brains and technicians to get this marvel of engineering ready to launch. Somehow, they did.

—Penna







A NOTE FROM KIM

If you live with someone with ADHD, you might look at your ADHDer struggling with a task that feels automatic to you and feel disheartened, thinking, Really, shouldn’t they be able to do this on their own? But sometimes, through no fault of their own, the load is really too much for them to carry by themselves. They need you for support. You’re like a human tomato stake. With your help, they will grow strong. The goal is for your ADHDer to be able to get through the day without assistance from you, but they may need you to get them started.



WRITE IT DOWN

Fifty times a day, Kim will verbalize something she needs to do—“I have to sign that permission slip” or “Today is Ann Marie’s birthday. We should order an ice cream cake.” She gives herself a push by speaking out loud. That does not work for my brain. What does work is writing it down.

To ADHD-ize Einstein’s famous quote, never try to remember something if you can write it down instead. My rule is that if I can write it down, I should write it down. This applies every bit as much to routine activities, like wiping down the countertops, as it does to remembering my online banking passwords.

At first, I did not enjoy doing this. It seemed like an admission that I was not smart, and I am smart. I have an excellent memory. I still remember the addresses of my friends in grade school and the phone numbers of pretty much every pizza place in Raleigh before the advent of the iPhone (when we all stopped memorizing phone numbers), and I am incapable of forgetting the chord progressions of a song after hearing it once. But none of that helps when it comes to getting through a day of tasks. Just because I can remember something doesn’t mean I will remember it. So I tell myself, Penn, you still have an awesome memory, but this is the kind of stuff that just doesn’t make it into your brain because it isn’t interesting enough. But if you don’t remember this, you will inconvenience the people you love—so it’s important. Write it down, please. I recommend writing reminders to yourself to do just about everything you need to do on a regular basis, then putting those reminders somewhere you can see them. Scrawl “Tidy this room before you leave it” on a whiteboard on your office door. Stick a note inside your laptop bag that says, “Pack your lunch.” You’re totally capable of tidying and making yourself a sandwich. You just need the physical reminders.

Things used to slip my mind all the time when I was a kid, no matter how often I tried to remember them. I’d leave my clothes all over the house (including on the stairs), miss the bus for school, and forget to turn in my homework even after I’d done it.

So from the time I was able to read, my mom left notes to remind me what I needed to do each day. She’d write, “Good morning. Don’t forget today is basketball practice. There are extra fajitas in the fridge.” Then she’d leave the note on the kitchen counter, in my backpack, or on the bathroom mirror—somewhere she knew I would see it. She knew if she just told me those two pieces of information as she headed out the door for her day, she’d find me sitting in front of the television with an empty stomach when she came home—but if I saw the notes, I’d be good to go. Note that my mom didn’t stop what she was doing in the middle of the afternoon to come home and drag me to practice or spoon-feed me Tex-Mex. It was still up to me to handle my business once she had done her part.
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The ADHD brain benefits from a good deal of external buttressing and scaffolding. Mental reminders flit away as soon as they arrive. Visual written reminders give your brain a nudge.

Once you’ve identified your points of failure, get crazy with the Post-its. Maybe you never remember to charge your phone at night. Stick a Post-it on your bedside table. Maybe your plants look like they live in the Mojave Desert because you can’t seem to water them regularly. Try a Post-it with a picture of a watering can by the sink. Can’t recall whether you’ve brushed your teeth each day? Sounds like a job for a bathroom mirror Post-it!

IN PRAISE OF DAILY CHECKLISTS

I know it sounds too simple to work, but making a list of what you need to do at different points of the day really helps you complete your routines without overlooking anything. No one is going to give you a scholarship for remembering everything you have to take care of each day, so you might as well use the tools humanity has developed to off-load the job of keeping track of what your daily routines entail.

Making a checklist is a form of visualization. Maybe you’ve heard the phrase “neurons that fire together wire together”? When you sit down and picture what you need to do, the process lights up the areas of the brain you’ll need to engage to do it. Visualizing yourself completing your routine helps circuits to form in your brain. Repetition reinforces those connections, so each time you write a checklist or visualize yourself completing it, you forge new neural pathways and strengthen existing ones—making it easier to execute your plan when the time comes. That’s why executive function and ADHD coaching expert Dr. Norrine Russell says the magic is in the1 process of planning.

When you are making your checklists, ask yourself what you need to do during each segment of your day. Break it down into the smallest possible units, then—and this is important—put a little box next to each item that you can actually check off once you’ve finished it for the day. (Hello, reward!)

This is what my morning-routine list looks like:


	Brush teeth.

	Take shower.

	Get dressed.

	Hang towel in bathroom.

	Make breakfast.

	Wash breakfast dishes.

	Pack snacks for kids.

	Walk the dog.



The checklist system is especially useful when you are getting used to a new routine (like beginning a new school year), or when you are deviating from your regular routine (like going on vacation).


Digital Versus Analog

Technology blows my mind. But also, technology blows my mind. The digital world works wonders for many people when it comes to getting and staying organized, but for those of us with ADHD, old school can be better. Digital organizers and calendars are great, but they also present many opportunities to get drawn into the smartphone black hole. I have followed Dr. Norrine Russell’s advice and taken a mostly analog approach to codifying my routines. I recommend getting a paper planner and a boatload of Post-it notes to keep your routines running smoothly. I know we have a big fridge calendar for the family—and that helps me when I need a bird’s-eye view—but personally, my brain’s favorite planner is a weekly planner, like a book, and not a monthly planner. Referring to a monthly calendar every day stresses me out.

(Sidenote: I just sat here for ten minutes trying to figure out why a monthly calendar stresses me out. Here’s what I came up with:


	A month has too much stuff on it staring me right in the face. I don’t want to know about a dentist appointment three weeks from now.

	With a monthly calendar, there really isn’t enough room to write in daily tasks to check off. So there’s no chance for a reward—only things I have to remember.

	A month kind of short-circuits my brain because some months end with a Tuesday, ya know? And I don’t flip it over until Wednesday, and holy crap, I had no idea this week was such a dumpster fire!



Weekly? None of those problems. A week gives me a shorter window to accomplish goals. I still put in things weeks in advance, but I can check them on a Sunday night before the week starts.)



FOLLOW A SCHEDULE

Life goes better if I know exactly what’s coming. My executive functioning and ability to regulate break down if I’m hit with a bunch of different demands that I have not set aside time to handle.

Running our own business means Kim and I have the freedom to set our own schedules, which is a blessing, especially when we have a school event or a family gathering that we’d like to attend. But if we are not careful with our workflow, our to-do list gathers mass and momentum like an avalanche. At the beginning of this summer, we noticed we had an unusually large number of projects coming through the pipeline. When I saw that, my stomach did flips. Kim and I sat down and mapped out the better part of every day for eight full weeks. I knew exactly what would happen (or what was supposed to happen, anyway) for each hour of the day. It was tough at times, but when I got freaked out, I was able to defer to the schedule’s greater authority.


A NOTE FROM KIM

I can always tell when Penn has too many tabs open in his brain, because that’s when things start to slip. He’ll be on the phone while he’s cooking, then he’ll walk out of the kitchen while the sauce is still bubbling—only to come back twenty minutes later to find the sauce burned to the bottom of the pan.

I don’t know if it’s human nature or just our world in the year of our Lord 2024, but it seems like we all take on too much. Way too much. Our monthly schedule looks like an advanced game of Tetris. If Penn is overscheduled, he gets overwhelmed, and when he is overwhelmed, he gets very negative. His mind slips into a doom groove, and he worries aloud, “We’re never going to get this done. We’re never going to get this done.” He will spiral into a whirlpool of negativity, which is hard to picture my husband doing until you’ve actually witnessed it. Only recently has he become self-aware and tried to anticipate this problem before it sucks him in. He will look at his calendar on Sunday night, and if it is looking chaotic, he will say, “This is a lot. I’m gonna have a hard time with executive functioning this week.” That’s my cue to look at our week and ask, “What is essential and what is a nice extra? Is there anything we can either reschedule or eliminate completely?” I remind him that some expectations are actually unreasonable. He can’t actually be in four places at once. He’s not Hermione Granger. We’ll work together to pare down the list of activities. It’s actually a helpful exercise for me, too, since I am inclined to say yes to things because I hate to disappoint people. It’s better for both of us if we can do a good job on one thing instead of a scattered job on six things.




Schedule Smart

Plan it, print it, make it public. A planned-out schedule will keep you from having to manage your time on the fly. I need my schedule written down and in my face. Our family’s schedule is displayed where everyone in the household can see it. We have one of those stainless steel fridges that magnets won’t stick to, so our schedule is literally taped to the fridge.

Device exception. While I am Team Paper for planning and schedules, I do like to use my devices to give me a warning when it’s time to move on to the next part of my day. I set an electronic reminder when I have ten minutes until I need to be on a call or heading downstairs to start filming.

Grace periods. Build in padding between activities to account for when things go haywire—because they will go haywire. If you think it’s going to take you fifteen minutes to get somewhere, give yourself twenty. If you estimate a project will take two hours, allot two and a half just to be on the safe side.

Embrace routine. If your life allows it, try to follow a predictable routine. Mine has some room for freelance, but it’s coffee, carpool, second coffee, three hours of work with brief breaks, lunch (I like to shorten my workday so lunch is ten minutes), a couple more hours of focused work with brief breaks, fitness, shower, dinner, fun, sleep. Pretty much every day. It’s like math: the fewer variables, the fewer chances to get mentally turned around.

Unfun first. When you are mapping out your schedule, try to go from unfun activities to fun activities. You’ll be more likely to make a successful transition if you bang out the boring stuff first.



BOREDOM BUSTERS

Even with the best planning, a little boredom is inevitable. When you find yourself stuck in a brutally unstimulating situation, try one of these ideas to keep your mind busy:


	Ask yourself, How many characters can I name from my favorite TV show? (I once named more than two hundred from 30 Rock. I was pumped.)

	When traveling as a passenger in a car, look at road signs and find a word that starts with the letter A, then B, then C, and so on. See if you can get to Z. Hint: Xs are tough; you’ll need an Xpress Lube or the XTRA trailer leasing company—or if you allow car models, you’ll be okay.

	Try a crossword. I’ve been doing crosswords since college. The more you do, the better you get. Plus, you learn all sorts of new words and trivia in the process. I do enough puzzles to have favorite crossword developers.

	If crosswords aren’t your thing, my son and I love Duotrigordle, which is Wordle on a lethal dose of steroids. You are given thirty-two Wordles all at once, and you must guess them all in thirty-seven guesses. Sounds impossible, but it isn’t—you just have to use logic to get high-percentage guesses. When I do well, I flip out and scream like my team just won the Super Bowl. My family has gotten used to it. Twice I’ve gotten a perfect grid, thirty-two right in thirty-two guesses.

	KenKen or sudoku are reliable favorites too. Or chess on your phone.



PUT THINGS WHERE YOU NEED THEM

You might not like this advice, but you’re going to need to get organized. You don’t need a cross-referenced filing system with a six-page index, but you should take a hard look at whether you are keeping your stuff in the right places. Trying to find the batteries for the smoke detector should take one minute, not an hour.

It sounds simple, but you should put things where they belong—which is where you need them most often. Too often, we store things in a certain place out of habit or inertia. Folks will store the replacement water filters in the basement, even though the pitcher lives in the fridge. Why not keep the filters under the kitchen sink? In our house, we’ve moved our son’s toothbrush downstairs in the morning so he can brush and spit and be out the door without having to dash upstairs, where he will encounter a snake pit of potential distractions.

Another excellent stuff-moving technique is to create a “launchpad” for everything you need before you go out the door: your purse or bag, wallet, keys, sunglasses. Keeping these items together in one place transforms a scavenger hunt into a one-stop shop.

I also love Dr. Norrine Russell’s advice to create a place in your home for storing extras of things you lose frequently—earbuds, phone chargers, garage door openers, whatever—so you can head there for a replacement if you need something right away or in an emergency. Once a month, go through the house to locate your missing items from wherever they have migrated to. If need be, replenish your stash so that next time you need a spare charger, you’ll have one ready to go.


A NOTE FROM KIM

If I let it, our home would look like an episode of Hoarders. So at the end of each day, to prevent us from starting the next day in complete chaos, we have a “put Humpty back together again” session. The whole family takes fifteen minutes to grab their crap and put it back where it belongs. These fifteen minutes save us hours of searching and my sanity.



LOSING IT: HACKS FOR HOLDING ON TO YOUR STUFF

If your ADHD mind is anything like mine, you lose things a lot. It’s not only frustrating to go on a string of unplanned, and usually unsuccessful, treasure hunts; it can also be expensive. Out of necessity, I’ve come up with hacks to try to keep myself from losing all my stuff.

Hack #1: Sing a “Getting Out of the Car” song.

A recent study out of Harvard showed that singing activates parts of your brain that are connected to memory. I’ve found if I sing a reminder to myself, it helps me to remember it better. For example, to remind myself to gather my belongings every time I get out of a car (especially if it’s not my car), I sing this to the tune of “Head, Shoulders, Knees, and Toes”:

Glasses, wallet, keys, and phone, keys and phone

Glasses, wallet, keys, and phone, keys and phone

If you lose them, you are gonna groan

Glasses, wallet, keys, and phone, keys and phone

Hack #2: Wear cargo pants.

People love to tell me, “You’d lose your head if it weren’t screwed on.” Hilarious. Never heard that one before. But, actually, they have a point. Barring a freak accident with a Weedwacker, it is very hard to lose something that is actually on your body. That is why I wear cargo pants way more often than I’d like to admit.

Originally made for British armed2 forces in the 1930s to allow soldiers to carry maps and bandages while keeping their hands free for combat, these incredibly useful pants have pockets that snap or button so your stuff stays put. They’re light, they’re comfortable, they’re affordable, and some of them are kind of fashionable in a 1990s Britney Spears kind of way.





I just googled “Are Cargo Pants Trendy?” They apparently are (as of Fall 2023). Victory for ADHD!

—Penn






I could put my phone, wallet, keys, masks, inhaler, and grocery list in a purse, book bag, fanny pack, or man bag, but that’s just an easy way to forget all of my belongings in one place. With cargo pants, as long as I don’t take my pants off in public, I’m golden.





Make sure you empty those pockets before putting your pants in the wash. I have a whole ChapStick graveyard in the laundry room because I forgot to check some of the pockets.

—Penn
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Hack #3: Follow the food.

When something goes missing and you’re scratching your head trying to figure out where it went, the likely answer is this: near food. Grabbing a snack is nearly always more exciting than whatever you’re doing. If you’re looking for something you’ve lost, pretend you’re checking for roaches and follow the breadcrumbs to the nearest food source. Odds are, that’s where you’ll find your missing object.

Hack #4: Buy these things.


	Magnet. If you have ADHD, you have definitely left something on top of your car: keys, a wallet, or maybe a coffee mug. Stick a magnet on top of the car close to where your eye naturally falls to give yourself a mental cue to look at the rest of the roof before you drive off.

	Big phone. When you are choosing a phone, buy the largest phone imaginable. If you buy one of those itty-bitty micro-phones, you’re going to forget it’s in your pocket. If it’s the size of a dictionary, you won’t be able to miss it.

	Faux ring. If you are married, go online and get a knockoff wedding ring. While you’re at it, buy a few. Put your original wedding ring in a safe-deposit box, and only bring out the original on special occasions or to pass along when you die. I personally have lost three wedding rings. Yes, really. Alternatively, you could tattoo your spouse’s name on your finger, but a box of fake rings hurts less.

	Key ring bling. Load up your key ring with decorations. Put as many charms—Pokémon, Ninja Turtles, whatever you want—as you can cram on there to make the ring enormous. This is the same principle as the phone. Bigger is better.

	Cheap sunglasses. Why spend $250 on slick sunglasses when you are inevitably going to lose them or break them when you forget they are in your back pocket? Just buy cheap sunglasses. If you need prescription sunnies, that’s tougher. You could get contacts—those are hard to lose once they’re in—but if you’re glasses-only, my suggestion is to find some low-tech way to tether your sunglasses to your phone. If you invent such a device, you’ll be an overnight millionaire.




A NOTE FROM KIM

These hacks are great, but they’re not foolproof. Around once a week, I will open our mailbox and find a water bottle, a water bottle lid, or a pair of shoes that Penn has left somewhere and a friend has returned. I’m sure our mail carrier thinks we are pranking him.



Your life may never reach Disney-character-charmed levels, but with some effort, you can at least stack the odds against a cartoon-anvil-on-your-head type of catastrophe.




CHAPTER 14

CONTROL YOUR ENVIRONMENT

I wish I could twitch my nose like Samantha in Bewitched whenever I need to focus. What has actually worked is much less exciting: I have made adjustments to my physical environment. I know it doesn’t sound transformative, but the right environment can mean the difference between mentally ping-ponging around and settling into a groove.

A quick reminder: If you have ADHD, you’re not necessarily bad at paying attention. You simply have trouble focusing your attention where it needs to be because of all the interesting distractions that tug at your brain. Those distractions clamor for your attention like needy children. Whether it’s a noise, something that catches your eye, the urge to move your body, or a sudden thought that blows through your brain with the force of a hurricane, distractions abound. For neurotypical folks, that street cleaner going by is just background noise that gets filtered out. But for my ADHD brain, that whizzing and whirring flips a switch to “seek and understand at all costs,” sending me to the window to check it out.

In this chapter, I’ll offer some ideas for tinkering with your environment so you can focus on what you’re supposed to be doing and not on the old Etch A Sketch you just found under your desk.


THINGS THAT HAVE DISTRACTED ME AS I HAVE TRIED TO WRITE THIS BOOK


	Birds. I’m not sure what’s going on down here in North Carolina, but we have a gazillion birds, and they are all different from one another. I checked out some of the coolest-looking ones up on Merlin, which—for those of you who do not yet need reading glasses—is a birding app.

	Fantasy football. I am always one click away from a mock draft.

	Spelling Bee. One of our Holderness Family Productions team members introduced me to this wordplay game on the New York Times site. Addicted.

	Warming ocean waters and . . . space travel. How’s this for an ADHD journey? I have been really freaked out by how warm the ocean water has been in recent years. Earlier this year, I started reading a sci-fi book called Delta-v set in the near future. Basically, because of uncontrollable global warming, this billionaire recruits the best experts in their fields to go into outer space to mine an asteroid. They then use the materials to build a manufacturing plant on the moon, so they can build a new society in space and give our rapidly warming planet time to cool down. (It makes more sense in the book. Trust me.) This led me down around 2,989 rabbit holes about climate change, ocean currents, rare metal asteroid mining, and the prospect of building space travel vehicles in space rather than spending a bunch of fuel sending them up from earth.

	Books and movies with assembling-the-best-in-their-fields plots. A lot of movies or books feature the threat of a global catastrophe, which requires the protagonists to assemble the best experts in their fields. (Adam Carolla pointed this out in a podcast with Bill Simmons like fifteen years ago. Gotta give him credit.) I have read like six books and watched maybe twelve movies while writing this book where they have had to assemble the best in their field.

	Writing this list:



My Top-Ten Books and Movies Where They Have to Assemble the Best Experts in Their Fields to Prevent Catastrophe

10. The Wandering Earth (crazy-imaginative movie)

9.Delta-v

8.Armageddon

7.Independence Day

6.The Core (This movie got awful reviews. I don’t care. I loved it. I don’t care if they spent forty-five minutes writing the script. They literally say, “You have all been assembled here because you are the best in your field.” Yes.)

5.The Three-Body Problem

4.The Andromeda Strain (book, not movie)

3.Interstellar

2.Jurassic Park (book and movie)

1.Seveneves (This is my number one by a very wide margin. It’s got the best first sentence of a book I’ve ever read: “The moon blew up without warning and for no apparent reason.”)



FIVE WAYS TO ADJUST YOUR ENVIRONMENT TO IMPROVE ATTENTION

I’ve figured out that the key to focusing is heading those distractions off before they have a chance to infringe on my concentration. To improve my chances of concentrating, avoiding problems is the solution. Think of avoiding distraction as similar to someone being on a diet who doesn’t buy Pringles, so when they crave a snack, it’s dried apples or bust. You make a few decisions up front that set you up for success in the future.

1. Secure the perimeter.

I recommend finding a spot to work that is physically removed from potential distraction. A spreadsheet can’t compete with a coworker dropping by to show you the new juggling trick she learned on TikTok. If you can close the door to your workspace—or even place a sign on the outside requesting peace—you’ll limit the number of interruptions.

My office is in the attic. No one saunters by on their way out the door or as they’re headed to the bathroom, so I have very few conversations during the day that I haven’t planned. I deliberately chose a space as far from the kitchen as possible because the siren song of food (Wait, can food have a song?) is too powerful for me to resist. The smell, sight, and taste of food, even a ten-year-old Twinkie, will take me on a mental journey away from what I’m doing, so I need to avoid temptation. I know how weird it sounds, but once I’ve started working, even coffee can be a distraction—so it’s only water with ice for me.
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Pro tip: When you’re about to do something that requires focus, get your friends and family on board. Tell them you’re going to need some uninterrupted time. Maybe they won’t remember not to ask you if you’ve done the Wordle when you’re trying to crush a big project, but maybe they will.

2. Edit your space.

A lot of distractions fall into the “out of sight, out of mind” category. Unfortunately, there can be a lot in sight in a typical ADHD workspace, which is likely to be covered in piles of paper. Instead of carefully filing documents, we tend to leave them where they lie. When my workspace is cluttered, it creates opportunities for distraction. Instead of writing lyrics, I’ll pick up a Playbill from a show I saw two years ago and start googling “Where are they now?”

I’m not suggesting you need to live or work in a parody of a minimalist home with gleaming white surfaces untouched by any semblance of personality, but a busy visual field can overwhelm the ADHD nervous system. A room full of jigsaw puzzles and trivia books or even old bills is a minefield for attention.

My advice is to put important things out where you can see them and put everything else away, especially your devices.

Not only is my workspace two floors away from any food; there is also no TV and no radio. I keep my phone plugged into the charger on the other side of the room, and when I work, I face a wall with no windows. It sounds like prison, but it stills my mind, which makes it the opposite of a prison because it frees me to work without interruption.

Keeping your devices nearby sets you up for failure. Smartphones were designed by some of the smartest people in the world to capture and hold your attention, slicing and dicing it into tiny increments until it’s mush. Smartphone owners engage1 in an average of eighty-five interactions with their phones per day. That’s eighty-five opportunities to be pulled away from what you should be doing. If your phone is around and on when you need to concentrate, you don’t stand a chance.

We have only so much brain space2, and simply having our phones nearby—even if we are not actively using them—drains our brains’ capacity for working memory and problem-solving. An experiment where participants had their phones in one of three places—on their desks, in a bag, or in another room—found that those whose phones were in the other room scored many points higher on tests of working memory. If you can, keep your cell phone in a separate room. If not, turn off the notifications and any apps you don’t need to have open.
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One final note: I know they are insanely fun, but keep video game consoles as far away from you as possible. They are concentration kryptonite.


A NOTE FROM KIM

Yes, Penn’s workspace is clear, but he also has the incredible ability to simply not see clutter. I don’t think this is necessarily his ADHD. I think it’s just his brain. The attic space becomes a dumping ground for production lights, cords, costumes, and anything we want to hide from guests. There’s even a random plastic full-size reindeer up there (long story). But if his desk and field of vision are clear, he can simply block out the rest. Me? I wouldn’t be able to focus knowing Rudolph was staring at my back.




ADHD FILES: VIDEO GAMES, A STORY OF ADDICTION

My relationship with video games is a case study in an ounce of prevention being worth a pound of cure.

My love affair with video games began with Galaga, an old-school video game where you move a spaceship back and forth across the bottom of the screen, shooting at the aliens dropping from above. It’s funny to think that this super-simple game used to keep me occupied for hours when now video games have scripts and graphics that cost millions and look like they could step out of the screen. But for a middle schooler in the eighties with no other exposure to video games, Galaga was the business.

Video games are designed to keep you wanting more, but for me, it wasn’t as if they left me mildly wanting more. It wasn’t like eating an ice cream sundae on a full stomach; it was like wanting to inject more heroin into my arm when I couldn’t even hold the needle. I was obsessed.

At first, my obsession wasn’t a major problem because it wasn’t physically possible for me to play as much as I wanted to. This was back in the day when you had to go to an arcade if you wanted to play a video game. But I started to crave the game so much that I began planning my life around Galaga. It was pretty much all I thought about. At school, over dinner, and with friends, there were little spaceships running through my brain. I was willing to do whatever it took to get back to playing more Galaga.

I was not great at riding a bike, but my parents told me that if I learned how to ride, I would have freedom to go to places like the mall . . . where Galaga lived. I started working on riding my bike so I could get to the mall so I could play again. I did chores around the house and mowed the lawn because that meant quarters, and quarters meant more Galaga. I even stole some quarters from my parents’ dresser (sorry, Mom). For years, playing Galaga was literally all I wanted to do.

When I got to college, I finally got a Sega Genesis. I played Street Fighter, Mortal Kombat, Sonic the Hedgehog, Madden, and NHLPA Hockey ’93, ’94, and ’95. I loved them all.

I managed to keep my video game obsession under control in college because so much other stuff was going on, but after graduation, it came roaring back. I was living at home, trying to figure out what to do with my life. I had a job waiting tables. After my shift, I had an internship at a TV station that kept me out until midnight. Afterward, I needed something to quiet my brain down, so I would come home and play video games until five a.m. Then I’d get four hours of sleep and start over. My days were exhausting and devoid of all pleasurable social interaction. It was not a healthy way to live.

Spending all of my free time in front of a console wasn’t just bad for me physically. It was terrible for me emotionally because I’m an extrovert who gets my energy from other people. I turned into a zombie who lived on video games instead of brains. I was not happy. But I just couldn’t pare down the number of hours a day I played.

Finally, after too many months of cutting myself off socially, I realized I had to throw away my console. I couldn’t play responsibly in small doses. I needed to edit it out of my life completely. I had to remove the distraction from my environment.

It was hard at first, but when I got through the withdrawal process, the world seemed to go from black-and-white to Technicolor again. I never regretted it.



3. Get comfortable.

I cannot concentrate if my body can’t relax. When I start a project, I need to take a minute to do a body scan of my physical being. Is it comfortable? Do I have an annoying tag itching the back of my neck? Is my chair the right height? Sun in my eyes? Temperature okay? I like my room to be exactly seventy-two degrees, because that’s the temperature where I’m not thinking it’s too cold or too hot. It is amazing how much of a distraction the wrong room temperature can be. You want to be as unaware of your body as possible. Think sensory deprivation tank (lite).

4. Rightsize your stimulation.

Though it might sound counterintuitive, an empty room often worsens ADHD symptoms if there is not enough stimulation. That’s what happens to me. My brain goes into panic mode. Must. Have. Stimulation. So it seeks some form of input, whether by moving around or launching into a daydream.

For ADHDers like me, a quiet place is indeed a horror movie. Total silence can be deadly to our concentration. A little white or brown noise in the background—such as a sound machine, some music on low volume, or a humming air conditioner—provides an audio IV drip of stimulation to the brain to take the edge off. You don’t want to overcorrect, of course. No one does their best work3 at a rave (okay, maybe DJs), because there is too much stimulation, which worsens ADHD symptoms—but some external noise may quiet the noise in your head.


If you aren’t lucky enough to work in a place where your environment is under your control—where a faceless corporate being sets the temperature and there is nothing you can do about it—some minor adjustments can still make a major difference:


	Ask your supervisor (or your instructor) if you can wear headphones to provide just the right amount of noise.

	Keep a sweater or a small fan at your desk to moderate your temperature.

	Ask for a seat as far as possible from the door where people enter and leave the room.

	Prioritize comfort over dressing to impress.

	Reserve breakout rooms for times when you know you’ll need uninterrupted focus.






FIDGETS

I love a good fidget. Keeping my hands busy provides a nice level of stimulation and helps my mind settle down a little. Here are some fun fidget devices you might consider:


	Fidget spinners

	Bubble poppers

	Monkey noodles

	Lifeguard whistles (to twirl around your fingers)

	Wacky Tracks

	Rubik’s Cubes

	Squishy balls

	Magnetic balls

	Kinetic Sand






A NOTE FROM KIM

I purchased all of the above to help Penn and the kids focus while on constant Zooms during the pandemic. I don’t think you need to have an ADHD diagnosis to benefit from the pure fun of a bubble popper. It’s like a satisfying, reusable pad of packing bubbles. I will admit, I stole a popper from my kids, and I will fidget with it during particularly long Zoom discussions too.



5. Use visual stimulation.

I love books. Books are one-pound miracles that transmit information from one brain to another without any surgery or wires. I’ve written two of them! However, my nightmare is being confronted with long passages of dense text. Unfortunately, a lot of information—from the daily news to important instructions—gets conveyed through sensible, unflashy prose. If there is information I need to remember or even just read, I’ve found a couple of techniques that make it more likely I’ll absorb the material:


	When you’re taking notes, use colored pencils if you are handwriting or special fonts if you’re on a device to keep it lively and interesting to your eye. As discussed, novelty is an interest magnet for the ADHD brain. Adding a little variation to your notes will mix it up and keep you interested.

	Try Bionic reading. Bionic reading is a cool technique for adjusting fonts to make it appealing to the ADHD brain. It bolds the first few letters of a word, and the variation engages the brain in a way that makes it easier to read. You can download an app on your phone to convert text or use a converter tool online for text files—even on e-books.



You have too much to offer the world to let distraction get in your way. It takes some effort up front, but you can eliminate an enormous number of potential distractions before they take over your brain like weeds in a yard.

In the next chapter, we’ll look at some strategies for how to get things done once you’ve cleared away all those distractions.




CHAPTER 15

GET IT DONE

When the ADHD brain is locked in—because you’re doing something (1) of personal interest, (2) challenging, and (3) novel—look out. It feels like you could accomplish anything. However, much as I wish it weren’t the case, it’s hard to check all three boxes on the daily. Accomplishing tasks—from complicated projects to everyday chores—is a beast for those of us with ADHD. At times, it can seem like you’re cursed by an evil antiproductivity fairy. You have the best intentions, but she’s put you under a gnarly spell that prevents you from living up to them.


I MEANT TO DO THAT: FOUR TASKS I TOTALLY MEANT TO DO AND WHAT I DID INSTEAD

Here’s just a small sampling of my own good intentions getting ADHD-d into oblivion:

I meant to . . . clean the dog poop out of our backyard.

Instead I . . . ran into my son, who was jumping on the trampoline out back. He yelled, “Hey, Dad, throw me that football!” which I obviously did, because throwing a football is way more fun than scooping up doggie doo. He caught it mid-jump and alley-ooped it into the basketball hoop we have hanging on the trampoline. What!? We decided to see how far away I could go and still pull off this stunt. I moved back a little farther each time. Our last and greatest attempt was a thirty-yard pass from way outside our backyard. When PC sunk the shot, we went nuts in celebration and ran inside to brag to Kim. Of course, I stepped in dog poop and dragged some of it into the house.

I meant to . . . take my daughter to tennis practice.

Instead I . . . started talking to her in the car about a fond memory I have of her as a three-year-old. She had spun around in circles so many times that she started falling down and acting like a drunk college student. (There’s actually a video of it on YouTube titled “Lola Spinning.”) We were laughing so hard at the memory that when I looked up, I saw we had somehow ended up at our old house where I’d shot the video, and not at the tennis court.

I meant to . . . turn down the volume on the TV, per Kim’s request.

Instead I . . . realized we had five remotes for our downstairs TV, which seemed like four too many. No problem. That’s why God invented YouTube tutorials. I went online and figured out how to program just one of them to do everything. It took me twenty minutes, but I did it. We now had one superpowered remote that controlled everything—including volume, which I had neglected to turn down.

I meant to . . . write this segment of the book yesterday.

Instead I . . . had an idea for a new pickleball T-shirt and sketched it on a piece of scrap paper. It was a pickle, dressed in a Karate Kid–style headband, kicking a tennis ball in the face. It’s meant to express how I am playing more pickleball than tennis now. I emailed everyone on my team, trying to convince them it would be a bestseller. They were not as enthusiastic as I was. Here’s the drawing:
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Penn’s version. See what I did there?



Also, here’s a much better rendition from the professional artist we are paying to illustrate this book:
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You’re welcome.



Fortunately, there are ways to lift the curse of antiproductivity. Far from being actual magic, the techniques for getting things done are markedly unspectacular. In fact, they sound pretty dull. Checklists? Timers? Visualizations? Booooring. But if you harness them, you’ll be able to plow through the things you have to do so you can get back to activities you want to do.

HOW TO GET IT DONE

It might take you a little longer, and it might not come naturally, but you are capable of accomplishing nearly any task so long as you break it down into manageable steps. Here are some helpful strategies I’ve learned for improving my ability to complete what I set out to do.

Find your motivation by finding the meaning.

I am a billion times more likely to complete a task if I am motivated to do so—by which I mean internally motivated, not motivated by duty, obligation, or some amorphous sense of “this is just something I have to do.” If I legitimately care about something, I am pretty good at seeing it through to completion. Remember how I rocked that memorization task on The Amazing Race? I legitimately cared about winning a million dollars.

The problem is that I’m not always motivated. Who feels motivated to sort the socks or do the accounting at the end of the month or listen to a lecture? If that priest had been describing the saints to me on an airplane and you’d given me a quiz afterward, I would have flunked miserably. The motivation made all the difference. Unfortunately, that was a pretty unusual circumstance. There aren’t many people going around dangling a million dollars in front of you to incentivize folding socks.

I will be honest: I don’t always succeed at motivating myself to do something I don’t especially want to do. No one is going to give me an A+ for my “just do it” attitude. But I’ve learned ways to not get an F.

Sometimes, we have to make ourselves care in order to get motivated, and that means finding the meaning in whatever we are doing. According to Dr. Hallowell, we ADHDers are very mission-driven. The best way to motivate ourselves is to find something that matters to us and that we have an aptitude for. It could be pottery or writing or playing the clarinet. It doesn’t matter what it is, so long as it matters to us. If we find a mission that matters1, then we can connect our activities to that mission.
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One of my big life missions is to be a good husband. Usually, no matter how boring a task is to me personally, it means a lot to someone I love. I might not be naturally pumped about doing the dishes, but when I remind myself that it makes Kim happy, I’m a smidge more invested. With Operation Good Husband in mind, I can scrape and scrub until they’re done.

Next time you’re faced with something you just don’t want to do, take a minute and see if you can give yourself a reason to do it—even if it’s just the opportunity to get on with what you’d rather be doing.


A NOTE FROM KIM

The Double Dutch Method

If something needs to get done and Penn is personally interested in it, he can self-motivate most of the time—but there’s a whole big world out there of things I know he wants to accomplish, yet he still can’t seem to get started.

My initial inclination is nearly always to present him with my five-point plan to get him on his way, but he isn’t exactly rah-rah about my “encouragement.” The best success I’ve had is with a monkey-see–monkey-do approach. His brain does better when he can hop aboard a train that’s already moving.

For example, while Penn has always worked out, I know he’s concerned about his brain health and his longevity. Improving those requires following a certain lifestyle. It’s not in him to sit down and draw up a Mediterranean diet meal plan complete with weekly shopping lists or to create a functional exercise plan on his own. I know this because after he told me he was looking for ways to keep himself healthy as he got older, I said, “Hey, look at this article on lifting as you age. You should try this.” That went over like a ton of bricks.

Instead of lecturing him on the benefits of maintaining muscle tone, I just started doing it. I set things in motion for him by modeling what to do. I started going to a gym twice a week to learn how to lift really heavy things. Next thing I knew, I had a gym buddy.

I think of this method as akin to doing double Dutch. It’s nearly impossible to get your jumping started if you begin with the ropes flat on the ground. But once they’re swinging, you can jump right in.



Finish whatever you are doing.

Stop. Before you start a project, use the following flowchart:
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One of the ways The Amazing Race played to my strengths was in how it was organized. Each team had a lot of different things to do (bungee-jump off one of the tallest dams in the world, kayak up a river for a mile, decorate a cake with a specific country’s flag), but we weren’t allowed to move on to the next task until we’d completed the one we were working on first. This worked well for my brain.

Sometimes, when my ADHD brain is being asked to take on a new project when it’s not ready, I think of a toddler who is fully immersed in playing an awesome game. He’s fighting an imaginary fire with his fire truck, when all of a sudden an adult comes in and tells him it’s bath time. “But I am still playing with this truck! Why would I want to take a bath instead? Do you want all of these teddy bears to burn?” My brain melts down. If, however, I am allowed to finish putting out the fire first, I am a thousand times more likely to move on to the next thing without an issue. It’s not always possible, but if I can schedule tasks so they come one after another instead of having to do two things at once or transition to a new task while leaving the first task unfinished, I am a much happier camper.
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As discussed earlier, multitasking jams my mental fishbowl full of too much junk for me to navigate it effectively. It would be incredible if new projects waited patiently in the lobby until I welcomed them in. Unfortunately, they come at us constantly. Don’t despair. Just print out the request or write it down, then file it in a box you keep on your desk labeled “To do.” It will be there when you complete your current task.


ADHD Files: Multitasking Fail

When I was a younger man, I got a job in network news. After working my butt off for a couple years, I made the jump from Grand Junction, Colorado, to Orlando, Florida, which is like going from a farm team to the majors. I was pretty psyched, especially when the guy who hired me sat me down my second week on the job and told me I was going to cover Tiger Woods at the Bay Hill Invitational. Tiger Woods! The Tiger Woods. Up until that point, I’d never covered anything bigger than a Division II football game.

I was going to be what is known in journalism as a “one-man band.” I would be responsible for wielding the camera, shooting highlights, holding the mic, and setting up a tripod to record myself doing commentary. My mandate was to be in or near the crowd, covering a round of golf and then interviewing a living legend after the match was over.
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My one-man band in actiona.



The day of, I strapped on my gear with plenty of time to spare. I looked like I was going on a jungle expedition. I had the camera, a bunch of batteries, the mics, a giant backpack, and the two-way Nextel hanging from one of the nerd clips on my pocket.

As the round got underway, I was handling a lot all at once: I had to shoot, think up quality commentary, establish shots, and manage the mic. My head was spinning a bit trying to keep it all straight, but I thought I was managing. And then, just as Tiger was lining up for a putt, my Nextel went off: “Hey, Penn. We need you to pick up some highlights of the AAU Tournament in Lakeland on your way home.”

I was so busy trying to toggle between shooting footage, being on camera, and dealing with the audio that I had completely forgotten to turn off the darn Nextel.

I knew from many, many years of watching Tiger that he could handle interruption. His dad even used to yell at him as he practiced his backswing so he would be prepared to deal with yahoos like me. But this thing was so loud and I was so close to him. He backed away and looked right over in my direction. Shame rained down on me.

After the putt, which he made because he is freaking Tiger Woods, his media guy came over and said, “I’m really supposed to revoke your credentials.” I apologized, and the guy took pity on me, but it was a close call. I had been on the job for only about ten days, and I almost lost it because multitasking and my ADHD brain do not mix.

Now the first thing I do when I walk into anything is turn my phone off. And I am really careful to avoid multitasking as much as possible.



Define the task, including what “done” looks like.

It may sound obvious, but before you get started, you need to define your mission. What is your ultimate goal? Kim loves to quote Brené Brown on this, asking, “What does ‘done’ look like?”

The worst for me is when there is no end in sight for a task. About twice a year, Kim will say, “You know, we really should clean out the garage. Let’s make that a weekly project on Saturday mornings.” I would rather eat scorpions for lunch. We run a production company. Our garage is full of regular garage stuff like our leaf blower, screwdrivers, and tennis rackets, but it is also full of giant green screens, paint, hoses, wigs, costumes, fake trees, confetti, wires, and electronics. There is no way we could ever get it into a perfectly organized place, so when she suggests we “clean out the garage,” I flip out as I picture a series of Sisyphean Saturdays sorting shovels. However, if she says, “This afternoon, let’s find a place for our forty-seven pickleball paddles,” I can do that.







Sisyphean

adjective. about or like Sisyphus, a character in Greek mythology who struggles with finishing stuff, specifically rolling a boulder up a hill only to have it roll back down each time it reaches the top . . . for eternity.







A NOTE FROM KIM

One of the best things about Penn is that he is so eager to help. I could ask him to paint the house with a Q-tip and he’d say, “On it!” But defining what “done” looks like is a must in our household. When I ask him to change a lightbulb, if I don’t specify that “done” looks like a working light in a clean room, the ladder will still be in the middle of the living room two days later, the box the lightbulb came in will still be on the floor, and a mysterious extra screw will have lodged itself in the rug for us to step on.



Prepare.

Set up your workspace before you start. If you’re cooking, gather the ingredients, recipe, knives, bowls, etc. If you’re writing a paper, have your resource materials, whiteboard, computer, pens, etc. Each time you get up to locate an item you need is an opportunity to follow a shiny object and lose your way.

Make a checklist.

As David Allen, author of Getting Things Done, says, “Your mind is for having ideas2, not holding them.” That’s what notebooks are for. I added that last bit, but it’s totally aligned with Allen’s philosophy. Putting what you have to do down on paper frees your brain from the tyranny of having to remember it. As discussed in chapter 13, checklists are an ADHDer’s best bud.

I’ve been a fan of checklists to help me with tasks since I was a kid, when my mom provided a master class in checklist making. She never wrote something as general as “Clean your room”; she always included a specific instruction like, “Make your bed, sheets tucked in on the side.” Or, “If your clothes have fallen off the hangers in your closet, pick them up and put them back on.” She knew how to give a specific, detailed instruction, which is Checklist Writing 101. And she somehow instinctively knew that if she put a little box next to each item on the list, it would be catnip for my ADHD brain. By using a small box instead of simply listing items 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, etc., she turned getting things done into a challenge and tricked me into caring.

As an adult, I have become a checklist addict. When I have a lot on my plate, or even if I have a modest amount on my plate, I make a checklist. If I get to the end of it, I’ve won the challenge—and I love to win a challenge.

When you are creating a checklist for yourself, break down every task into small, concrete steps. Each step should be discrete and actionable. Don’t just write, “Grandma’s birthday.” Instead, write, “Buy card for Grandma’s birthday, write card, address card, mail card.” Check, check, check, check.
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I cannot recommend the checklist system strongly enough. If you veer off course, just return to the checklist to see what comes next. Embrace the list.


A NOTE FROM KIM

My husband gets very overwhelmed if he does not have a list to keep his brain organized. Lists and notes are littered around our house like ticker tape after a parade. There’s one on a bill I have to pay. There’s one sitting on a plate on the dining room table. There’s one on a tax document we need for the end of the year. Our 1099s say things like, “Pick Lola up from practice. Put gas in the car. Buy tortillas at Trader Joe’s.” There are literally lists of lists. If it’s not written down, it’s not real to Penn.

He was the primary caretaker for Lola for the first four months of her life. He loved being in charge of our baby girl, but he found the number of tasks required to keep her clean and alive daunting, so I would leave him a list. If it had been Penn going to work and leaving me a list of things to do for our baby, I would have told him where he could shove that list—but Penn knew himself well enough to ask for it. On my way out the door, I’d scrawl, “Put laundry in hamper, wash bottles, turn bottles upside down in drying rack, and use paper towels to wipe down the shelves in the fridge.” When I handed it to him each day, I could see him already marking things off in his head. The man loves being able to check a box. I’ve caught him writing things down that he’s already done just so he can check them off his list. Whatever works!

Even to this day, he needs a list to get him going. If we are throwing a party, he’ll ask, “What can I do?” I would love it if he could just come up with a plan on his own, but I’ve learned it’s better for his brain if I simply write a checklist:


	Rake the yard.

	Get a suitcase of soda.

	Sweep up the ashes in the firepit.

	Take trash from cans to the dump.





Take lots of short breaks.

Once you get roaring, don’t forget to give the engine a minute to cool down every now and then. As you’re working on a project, make sure you schedule short breaks. Either set a goal—read ten pages, sort through all the papers in this file, etc.—or set a timer. When you reach the appointed time, give yourself a minute to let your mind wander. As Dr. Rupert said, you’re going to daydream anyway, so you might as well schedule it.

Personally, I find I need breaks when I am struggling to focus. Less so when I am in the groove. I tend to schedule breaks when I know a task won’t hold my attention, but when I am doing something I love, like coming up with lyrics for a song, I can cruise.

Usually, when my brain needs a reset, I just stare out the window. Or if I am really having trouble concentrating, I will try a breathing reset. I inhale for five seconds, hold for five seconds, and exhale for five seconds. I repeat it as many times as I need to feel better.

Reward yourself.

Pavlov and his dogs had it figured out. As discussed in chapter 11, if you can train your brain to expect a reward after completing a task, you will be more likely to finish it. Remember that small, immediate rewards are especially effective for our gray matter. It doesn’t have to be a new Mercedes or tickets to a Taylor Swift concert; a sticker or a piece of gum after homework or a meal out after a long day will do the trick. I reward myself with a spoonful of peanut butter after finishing a video, and a nonalcoholic beer and a trashy TV show (like Suits) at the end of the day. If I’m feeling spicy, I’ll have a tequila soda with lime juice at the end of the week.

Beat the clock.

One of the best ways to transform something from a chore to a challenge is to try to beat the clock. Sometimes, I will even say aloud, “I am going to get this done in an hour and a half,” and then I’ll race off to beat that time.

When I was a kid, I was always jazzed when someone gave me math homework. (I know how obnoxious that sounds.) I would challenge myself to do my problem set in the ten minutes between math and English. When I turned it into a challenge for myself, I could finish an hour’s worth of homework in seven minutes just by applying the pressure of a time limit. The ADHD brain responds well to a near-future deadline. We’re not so great at time management in the long run, but a looming deadline can spur us to accomplish a lot in a short amount of time.

As an adult, I loved working in network news because there were constant deadlines. The six o’clock news happened at six no matter what. If you had a story, it had to be done by six or it wouldn’t air. The deadline made me incredibly productive. Now that Kim and I work for ourselves, we don’t have that same external pressure, so we make our own. We tell ourselves that a video is due by three o’clock on Thursday, and that ticking clock creates an urgency that keeps me focused.

Having a little bit of pressure can help, but a lot of pressure can also do the opposite. There’s a tipping point, and when you reach it, you may flood—so make sure you’re being realistic when you set a deadline.

I’ve applied the right-amount-of-pressure principle to smaller tasks as well.

Do the two-minute dash.

In Getting Things Done, David Allen describes what he calls the two-minute rule—meaning that any chore you can get done in two minutes, you should do right away. Otherwise, trying to remember to do it later just eats up your brain space.3 Take care of it now and be done with it.

I have my own twist on the two-minute rule. I have a deluxe fidget spinner that gives me a good two (or sometimes even three) minutes of spin time. If I have a quick chore to do, I’ll challenge myself to complete it before the spinner stops.


Two-Minute Dash Chores


	Pay a single bill, including putting the stamp on the envelope and moving it to your outbox.

	Take out the trash.

	Change the garbage bags in the house.

	Clean the sink.

	Water all the plants in a single room.

	Vacuum one room.

	Feed your pet.

	Dust all of the artwork on one floor of your home.

	Change the bath towels.

	Put in a load of laundry.

	Break down boxes for recycling.

	Throw out rotting vegetables from the crisper.

	Pump up bike tires.





IN CASE OF EMERGENCY: WHEN YOU JUST CAN’T GET IT DONE

Even the most perfect plan, the checklist to end all checklists, and the world’s best motivation can’t prevent every difficulty. Here’s what to do when your ADHD sends your intention to get things done flying.

Acknowledge that it’s hard.

When you stumble—and you will stumble—ask yourself this: Have you ever seen anyone else screw up what you just screwed up? My guess is you probably have. If you are the first person ever to blow it in a particular way, congratulations on your originality! If not, take comfort in the fact that you are not alone. Either way, pick yourself up and try again.

Ask for the assist.

When you are trying to get something done, let your people know so they can help you stay on track. If you are headed into an important work session, tell them you are off to Hyperfocus Land to minimize the chances they’ll accidentally pull you off course with an interruption.

Dr. Norrine Russell suggests requesting that your people ask you, “Remind me what your goal is?”4 if they notice you seem to be having trouble focusing on what you’re doing. This may give you the nudge you need to get back on track.

We all need help now and then—to get things done, to figure out how to work in conjunction with our ADHD, and to make our lives as awesome as we know they can be. The next three chapters will be addressed to all the people who support that ADHD life—your friends, family, and loved ones.




CHAPTER 16

HOW TO BE AN ADHD WHISPERER (LIKE KIM!)

I hit the jackpot when it comes to ADHD support from the people I’m closest to. My kids, friends, family members, and coworkers are incredible teammates in understanding and working with my ADHD. But, no surprise, Kim is the all-time MVP. I wouldn’t be where I am today without her. Kim motivates me, challenges me, and, most importantly, grants me grace when I need it. Believe me when I say I know how lucky I am to have found what I deserve, what everyone deserves: a person who can meet me where I am with ADHD and who doesn’t make me feel like crap about my mistakes. It’s like she was born knowing how to speak ADHD, but I know it has actually taken her a lot of thought and effort to become fluent.

In this chapter, I’m going to share the best habits Kim employs to keep me on track—habits that I can’t help but notice make her own life better in the process. I always like it when people provide scripts that give me an idea of what to actually say in a certain situation, so I’ve done that throughout the chapter with suggestions for How to Speak ADHD.
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For those of you who are supporting someone with ADHD, we know we don’t always make life easy for you, but hopefully you’ll find some advice in the following pages that will make it just a little easier.


A NOTE FROM KIM

It’s taken many years of marriage for me to really understand how Penn’s brain works. I had to learn to not take it personally when he’s on the executive functioning struggle bus. I also have to remind myself that I have my own issues, and he provides me endless grace. Penn never uses his diagnosis as an excuse for bad behavior. He also tries to apologize any time that behavior affects me directly. I think that’s key for a supportive partnership.



HOW TO MAKE LIFE WITH AN ADHDER EASIER

On a recent episode of our podcast, musician and inspirational speaker Carlos Whittaker shared a story that his dad used to tell him: If a ship sets out on a thousand-mile journey and it steers true, it will arrive at its destination. But if the navigation is off by as little as one degree, the ship will miss its mark by miles. Why am I talking about ships1 (aside from the fact that they seem to defy the laws of physics—a fully loaded aircraft carrier can hold seventy-five aircraft and 4,500 crew, and weigh more than 100,000 tons . . . and still float!)? Life in an ADHD household is similar to navigating a long distance. A series of small miscalculations can lead you to a place far, far from where you’d hoped to be. If this is the case in your life, take heart, friends, because even if your relationship with your ADHDer is wildly off course, you can course correct with small but effective changes.

The main thing to avoid is slipping into reaction mode, where you are playing Whac-a-Mole with crises as they pop up. This can leave you frantic, out of control, and incredibly tense. There is a better way.

Kim and I have friends who have an Easter tradition called the Battle of the Eggs. At the end of dinner, each family member selects one of the dyed hard-boiled eggs, turns to their neighbor at the table, and knocks their egg against their neighbor’s egg, trying to crack it. The last person to have an uncracked egg wins. The secret to coming out on top is to hold your egg loosely so your hand absorbs the shock. Hold the egg too firmly, and the shell shatters. When you are supporting someone with ADHD, that’s what you want to aim for: a loose, comforting hold that can absorb a lot of shock.
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For people who like a lot of control (which, as far as I can tell, is everyone), loosening your grip may not come naturally. We like to think that more effort, more discipline, and more work have linear, positive effects on results. But how has that tight grip been working out for you? Yeah, that’s what I thought. Perhaps it’s time to loosen up.

Four Ways to Let Go of Rigidity and Find Some Ease

1. Connect, don’t correct.

One of the best things you can do for your ADHDer is to connect with them. This is Kim’s superpower. She is a master connector. In another life, she could have been a therapist or a minister. The most helpful thing she does—better than making sure I show up when and where I’m supposed to, better than finding my charger when I lose it, better than giving me space to be creative—is validating my feelings when ADHD makes life hard for me.

Whether I’m upset that I have blown a deadline, lost a bill, or fallen over in a chair when I was leaning back in it, Kim will not say, “You should do a better job managing your time/keeping track of things/sitting.” Instead, she simply acknowledges, “Wow, that sucks.” In that moment of her connecting with my feeling of suckitude, I can feel my tension (and shame) evaporating. That’s the power of connection.

A quick note here: Notice that Kim doesn’t take on my emotional state by getting all worked up herself. Nor does she make my problem her problem. It is still on me to resolve whatever issue has arisen. It’s just much, much easier to do that when I feel like Kim is standing beside me sympathetically, rather than looking at me over her glasses and tsk-tsking.

Dr. Edward Hallowell wrote in Driven to Distraction, “I see the human connection2 as the single most powerful therapeutic force in the treatment of ADHD.” That’s pretty powerful. The great news is, connection is free and available to all. If you can find it in you to connect instead of correct when things get hard, it will make a world of difference.


HOW TO SPEAK ADHD


	“That looked tough. You okay?”

	“Yeesh, life can be so overwhelming, can’t it? You’re doing really well.”

	“Don’t you just wish there was a button you could push to make things easier? I feel you.”






A NOTE FROM KIM

If you’re feeling annoyed3 when ADHD ruffles your feathers, try reminding yourself of something my friend, child psychologist Dr. Emily King, said: Your loved one is not choosing to be difficult. Things are difficult for them.

If you see ADHD having its way with your loved one, simply making your ADHDer feel seen and understood in that moment is so much better than piling onto their stress by giving them more instructions—a lesson I have had to learn about fifty thousand times in my life with Penn. I’m not telling you not to be frustrated. You’re entitled to your response. I can promise you I have felt actual rage in some moments. But feel that frustration, express it if necessary, and then move on. Don’t let it weigh you down and knock you off course.

You can work on solutions to the problem after their emotions are regulated again. It’s not like I never tell Penn to stop leaning back in the chair (those things are expensive!), but I’ve learned to make connection my first move.



2. Empathize.

The cornerstone of connection is empathy. I once read about a senior care facility that made its employees wear a suit that simulated the difficulties of living with an aging body4—the slower movement, trouble holding on to things, poor balance, etc. Workers who tried the suit, which limited their mobility and made it harder for them to use fine motor skills, developed a greater appreciation for what it was like to be old. How cool is that?

If you want to know what it’s like to live with ADHD, here’s my best attempt at how you can simulate it for yourself. Give one or more of these scenarios a whirl:


	Try to plan a dinner menu for four vegans who have nut, gluten, and egg allergies while you perform the improv exercise of pretending to clean up after a party in a house you’ve never been in, all while trying to remember where the imaginary Solo cups, broom, garbage can, and passed-out guests are.

	Assemble something complicated like a new grill while simultaneously explaining the rules of baseball to someone who has never played.

	Attempt to follow the plot of a long-form podcast, a television show, and an audiobook playing all at once.



Next time you catch yourself angry-sighing at your ADHDer’s symptoms, remember what it feels like to live inside a brain where expectations feel outsize.


A NOTE FROM KIM

It’s easier to be the wife I want to be when I can gin up some empathy for how hard it must be to live with ADHD every day.

Remember the Noid—the red-suited Claymation character who tried to foil the delivery of your pizza from Domino’s? I try to think of Penn’s ADHD like that. It’s a mischievous part of his personality that sometimes tries to sabotage him, but it has also made him hugely successful.

When the ADHD Noid pops up, I have to remind myself the behavior has nothing to do with how Penn feels about me and everything to do with the composition of his brain. I wouldn’t yell at Penn to stop bumping into things if his vision were impaired, so it’s not fair of me to grumble when we have to do a U-turn on the highway because he forgot his wallet at the restaurant. Again.




HOW TO SPEAK ADHD


	“What was that like for you? Was it too much?”

	“What’s going on in your mind right now? What do you wish could happen?”





3. Send good vibes only.

I hate fighting with my wife. I dread it with every ounce of my being, so when I sense she is getting annoyed with me, my brain gets hypervigilant and I get testy—which obviously doesn’t improve the mood around the house or my ADHD. On the very rare occasion when Kim lashes out at me for an ADHD mistake, I grouch out, which just makes my symptoms flare up. Negative feedback leads to negative feelings. When she is relaxed about her expectations of me—which, bless her, is most of the time—I am way better equipped to fulfill them.

Admittedly, it would be great if everyone in our lives would be exquisitely, immediately, and cheerfully responsive to our requests. But our loved ones are not butlers (or most aren’t anyway—there are approximately twelve thousand people5 employed as butlers in the US, which is about eleven thousand more than I would have guessed). While I totally get that it’s maddening to have to ask us to do something more than once, fights about frustrations tend to have a much bigger negative impact on the situation than the annoying behaviors do.

If you are looking for a way to lessen some of the household tension that comes with living with someone with ADHD . . .

Make like Elsa and “Let It Go.”

Let the small stuff slide. Is it really important that your ADHDer makes his bed in the morning if your goal is to get out the door on time?

Kim is an absolute champ about this. I know, for example, that clutter is like nails on a visual chalkboard to her. But instead of snapping my head off when I put my gym bag on the kitchen counter, she starts a pile of my daily clutter in the corner of the room. I know at the end of the day I have to deal with it. But the counter is cleared for her, and I take care of my own mess.


A NOTE FROM KIM

It’s true. I hate clutter. Hate. It. But I’ve come to realize that living with other people means I will have to endure finding socks in the hallway, coffee mugs in strange places, and the milk in the cabinet with all the coffee mugs. My family isn’t bothered by clutter in the way I am, so we all have to balance what’s realistic. One of the ways I save my sanity, however, is by refusing to be the designated sock/mug/milk returner. Penn knows it’s his responsibility to put stuff where it belongs once I have pointed out that it is out of place. (Okay, I do return the milk when I find it outside the fridge, ’cause, yuck.)




HOW TO SPEAK ADHD


	“_____________”



(Sometimes it’s best to say nothing at all.)




Try This

Next time you find yourself on the edge of hollering or sniping, ask yourself, Would I rather get the kids to school on time/have a clean kitchen/or have a loving relationship with my loved one?

Try to come up with five things you have tried to fix that you could actually probably live with. (A few ideas to get you started: whining, interrupting, spacing out, or forgetting pleases and thank-yous).

For the next week, if any of these things come up, say nothing about them and see if the household doesn’t feel lighter. And don’t worry—you will still be able to address the more pressing ADHD issues. We will get to that in a moment.



Accentuate the positive.

I’m not suggesting you let ADHD run your life like a Prince Joffrey–style despot who does anything at any time with zero repercussions. By all means, set limits. Just make sure you are focusing on limits that matter, aka pick your battles. Actually, do better than that. Wage war with kindness.

I am like a dog getting scratched behind the ear when I receive positive feedback from my family. I get a rush when Kim compliments me for something I have done, like when I wrestled the wisteria vine into submission. The promise of that praise is much more effective and keeps the household running more smoothly than if she had criticized me for letting the yard get out of hand even after she asked me to take care of it five million times.

When ADHD behaviors pop up6, instead of going DEFCON 1, repurpose that energy to call out what Dr. Kurtz calls their “positive opposites.” When you catch your ADHDer doing something good, lavish positive attention on that desirable behavior.


HOW TO SPEAK ADHD


	“I really like how you’re talking to me now. You didn’t interrupt once during that entire conversation.”

	“I love how you’re waiting. I’m almost done.”

	“You already put your water bottle in your bag. Now we’ll be on time for practice!”





The craving for positive feedback is far more motivating than the fear of slipping up, so be liberal with your praise—just not too liberal. People like to be praised, not patronized.

4. Use clear, specific imperatives for small, reasonable goals.

To improve the chances that your ADHDer will be able to comply when you ask for something, you’ll need to issue a clear, specific imperative in a pleasant tone. Sounds simple, right? But it’s actually pretty challenging if you’re accustomed to making just one request and having it fulfilled. For many ADHD brains, a broad request—“Take care of this,” “Be responsible for that,” “It’s your turn to x,” “Your job is y,” etc.—is hard to translate into action. The ADHD brain responds better to a series of smaller imperatives that get directly to the point. As Dr. King said7, ADHD behaviors happen when the expectations are greater than the skills, so make sure your expectations match your ADHDer’s skills.

Dr. Kurtz gave the example of a parent coming into a living room to find half the inventory of a Dick’s Sporting Goods store strewn about the floor. Instead of yelling, “How many times do I have to tell you to clean up after yourself?” you could wait a beat, then say, “It’s kind of cluttered in here. Please put your cleats and shin guards in the mudroom.” And then once that is done, say, “Great cleanup. Now, please wash your water bottle.”8


HOW TO SPEAK ADHD


	Instead of: “Are you kidding me? Did you just put your clothes one foot away from the hamper but not in the hamper?”
Try: “I noticed your clothes are next to the hamper. Please put them in the hamper.”


	Instead of: “Our yard is a disaster. There are weeds everywhere and the grass is a foot tall. Are you ever going to do anything?”
Try: “The grass is pretty high. It’s time to mow the lawn.”


	Instead of: “Cramming that box into an already full trash can is so lazy. You are basically making it so someone has to empty the can instead of you. Uncool.”
Try: “The trash is full. Please take it out.”





I get it. It’s tough to be the noticer of full hampers and tall grass. At times you don’t want to be the person who carries that mental load. But this is all about removing shame from the language when discussing tasks. If you set a small, reasonable goal, chances are better that your ADHDer will accomplish it, which will give them a sense of satisfaction and build their confidence.


A NOTE FROM KIM

I’ll be honest. Most days it’s really annoying to be the person who has to make the to-do list. Some days I feel like I’m living in a world of the “exact instructions” challenge, the funny internet trend where you ask someone to write down the “exact instructions” on how to make a peanut butter sandwich and then try to follow them to the letter. Inevitably, they write “put the peanut butter on the bread” without first writing, “open the jar” or “use a knife to spread the peanut butter.” The videos remind us how specific you need to be to get someone to do something correctly. I have learned to do the same thing for Penn, though it has been a process.

I will ask him to pick his socks up off the floor, and he will absolutely do that, but then later that day, I will find his Bombas in our sink because he dropped them there when he was getting himself a glass of water. It’s like programming AI. If you don’t tell it exactly what you want it to do, it will do something totally different. You’re going to end up with a billion paperclips.

It is hard to be that specific with instructions all the time. I get instruction fatigue. Sometimes, even making our daily list is exhausting. I have to remind myself that Penn doesn’t love having to be reminded. In fact, he feels real shame when he leaves his keys in the fridge. We try to show each other grace because I’m certainly not perfect.







If you're not familiar with it, the Paperclip Problem is a thought experiment dreamed up by an Oxford University philosopher and turned into a video game called Universal Paperclips. The idea is that if you programmed an AI machine to maximize production of paperclips, it would gobble up all of the resources to make paperclips. Good luck to humans who try to stop it, because the machine will have prioritized its survival above our survival in order to get on with the making of paperclips. Eventually, no more humans. Just lots and lots of paperclips. Be careful what you wish for. Or at least, be very, very specific.

-Penn






You might be thinking, So let me get this straight. You want me to be super cheerful, praise someone when they are doing anything that even approximates what I expect from them, ignore behavior that drives me nuts, become a master requester—and do it all without yelling? It’s a tall order. I get that. Let’s be clear; everyone loses it sometimes. Even Kim. I try to remember: Kim is doing her best to give me radical acceptance, but I, in turn, must do my part with the radical commitment. Otherwise, this relationship will not work.

Good news! I have some tips in chapter 18 for how to help you keep your cool when ADHD has you running hot.

If you are a parent of an ADHD child, please continue to the next chapter for more information on how you can be an ADHD hero to your child. Everyone else, feel free to skip ahead to chapter 18.




CHAPTER 17

PARENTS AND CARETAKERS, YOU MAKE ALL THE DIFFERENCE (NO PRESSURE!)

I am a big fan of sports movies. Whether it’s Hoosiers, Miracle on Ice, or The Mighty Ducks, there is something about watching someone struggle and then find a way to kick butt under the caring guidance of a coach with a heart of gold (usually hidden under a stern exterior) that gets me every time.

I lived my own version of the worst-to-first fairytale under my favorite coach, Coach Sneed. He was my high school basketball coach. The man was intense. I swear he bought special extraloud shoes so he could get our attention by stomping his feet. I used to hear those stomps in my dreams. For two years, he was on me like a fly on poop at every practice, but in the end, he changed me from an unconfident kid who had never played team basketball to the team MVP. Disney, let’s talk movie rights.

A good coach makes the difference between pushing yourself and loving it and falling short and feeling bad. So I was excited when Dr. King said she thought parents should think of themselves as coaches to their ADHD kids. Yes. That rang so true with me.

I love what being a coach implies. A coach protects a child’s resources, doesn’t risk overstressing them by doing too many activities, is supportive but firm, and, most of all, wants them to win. A good coach also knows that their role is to stay on the sidelines, not to step in and execute plays. You set your child up for success, and then, when it’s game day, you step aside and let them shine. In this chapter, we’ll look at ways to coach your child to reach the best of their potential with you cheering them along.
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Coaching Tips from a Real Live Coach (Me)

For the first time in my life, I am an actual coach! I am an assistant for my son’s travel basketball team, and I have learned so much from our head coach about how to communicate with kids. He has given me some great tips for coaching basketball that translate directly to coaching a child through ADHD:


	A coach’s words mean so much more than you think. Take a beat to collect yourself and adjust your tone before you share your advice. Something you thought might be funny may actually be pretty hurtful.

	When a player does something wrong during a game, don’t yell at them from the sidelines. Let them work their way through it, then talk about it later when they have had some time to decompress.

	Be supportive but firm. You are the authority, and sometimes what you say will be difficult to hear—but you will always be there for them in the end.

	Their happiness and their improvement are priority number one, win or lose. But when they win, it is TIME TO CELEBRATE.





COACH THE KID YOU HAVE, NOT THE KID YOU THOUGHT YOU’D HAVE

Parents and caretakers, I don’t want to freak you out, so maybe take a few deep breaths and put on some soothing whale sounds before you read this next part. Relaxed? Good.

According to Dr. Chronis-Tuscano, the nature of the relationship an ADHD child has with their parents across development is hugely predictive of whether that child navigates life successfully. Your attitude, support, patience, and understanding can mean the difference between a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad ADHD day and a pretty good ADHD day or even a great ADHD day for your kid. Over time, this adds up to the difference between positive and negative outcomes in your ADHDer’s life. No pressure, right?

Adjusting to life with an ADHD kid can mean adjusting your expectations. Earlier in the book, I talked about radical acceptance (fully accepting things as they are) when you have ADHD yourself. It may be easier to accept your own ADHD than it is to accept your child’s. If you are living with ADHD, you know how hard it is. If you are parenting ADHD, you may mistake ADHD symptoms for stubbornness or poor listening skills. It can be hard for parents to accept that more discipline isn’t always the answer. After all, that’s how a lot of us were raised. However, as our friend Dr. Emily King said, if you are worried about whether your child will achieve what society has traditionally defined as success, that’s a you problem, not your kid’s problem. The number one piece of advice I have for you is to parent the child you have, not the child you thought you’d have.

To return to the coaching analogy, if you have a six-foot-tall seventh grader with a twenty-inch vertical who loves basketball, you put her in at center on a basketball team even if you really, really wanted to see what she could do on the uneven parallel bars. Part of being a great coach to your child is recognizing the strengths they have and building from there. Your primary job is to accompany your kid through all of their challenges and attempts to overcome them. When the rest of the world inevitably lets them down, let them know you will always be there for them.

YOUR ADHD KID AT HOME

If the vibe in your home is tense as a result of your child’s ADHD, you’re not the only one. Dr. Hinshaw said families have told him they haven’t had a pleasant mealtime in years because the atmosphere in the household was so fraught. The disruptions ADHD causes don’t just affect the person with ADHD. There is a ton of collateral damage in the form of frustration, short tempers, and increasingly frantic attempts to gain control.

While it’s true that a lot of families have tension, stress plays an especially big role in an ADHD child’s development. Dr. Chronis-Tuscano introduced us to the developmental-transactional model of ADHD in families.1 You can google it, but the general idea is that the parent-child relationship is key. It sits in the middle of a cloud of other factors that affect a child with ADHD.

The first thing I noticed about the model is how many things influence the parent-child relationship: not only the parents’ and child’s personalities but also their siblings, the parents’ relationship with each other, and outside factors like school and society. Essentially, if you can stay patient, positive, and engaged with your ADHD child, it goes a long way toward helping them thrive. The better the environment you can provide, the less likely your child is to suffer from some of those breakdowns we listed on pages 94–95. The second thing I noticed is that the relationship goes both ways. When things are going well for the kid, it radiates out through everyone they interact with, and the reverse is also true. Tough times for the kid lead to tough times for others.

Other predictive factors are IQ, socioeconomic factors, strong social connections, consistent structure, and the reliability of the child’s support system. You don’t have much control over IQ2 or socioeconomic factors, but you do have agency over how you parent, which affects the rest of those factors.

START WITH WHAT’S WORKING

Okay, now that you know it’s all on you (not really, but it probably feels that way right now), what should you do about it? You can start with the suggestions in the previous chapter about how to be an ADHD whisperer. Letting the little things slide, focusing on the positive, and having realistic expectations will go a long way toward making a happy home for your ADHDer.

It’s nearly impossible to overestimate the power of connection to help your child regulate. A hug, a few kind words, and eye contact can calm your child’s system, decrease the intensity of a meltdown in progress, or prevent them from flooding.

Another tool in your toolbox is to take a strengths-based approach. As Dr. King pointed out, this is the opposite of the problem-solving approach that many clinical experts take. Get curious about your kid and study what seems to be going well for them instead of beginning with what’s going wrong. Make them the subject of an intensive study, as if they are an animal you’re observing in the wild. What happens when? When do things seem to be syncing up for your kid? What works well for their brain? You’ll likely find patterns. Maybe they concentrate best after they’ve been outside, or they can sit still the longest when they are crafting. Such observations will give you a starting point. You can use what you learn (send them outdoors for a game of tag before homework time) to work with your kid’s brain and help them regulate their systems so they’ll be better equipped to face challenges.

Dr. King also emphasized that when an ADHD kid is not regulated and gets so overwhelmed that they flood—shouting awful things and seeming out of control—it’s not that they’ve been possessed by a demon or that they really, actually hate us. They’ve lost control of their thinking brain and are totally in their emotional brain. They don’t want to slam the door in their sibling’s face, but they are so mad at them that their thinking brain gets overridden by emotion. The outburst just happens, like when I used to lock myself in my room and throw against the walls everything that wasn’t nailed down.

Keeping your kid from flooding might mean consciously deciding to slow things down and reduce some of the demands you put on them. Warning: In today’s overscheduled society, where there is pressure to enroll your child in a dozen extracurriculars, you will be swimming against the tide—but be strong. An ADHD kid is probably not the best candidate for an after-school schedule that goes from hockey to homework to piano to tutoring to screen time to late bedtime. Pare down the number of activities until you find a number that challenges but does not overwhelm your child. You might consider limiting the number of demands you put on your kid in terms of household duties. While it’s important that they learn to be responsible, that shouldn’t come at the cost of their ability to stay regulated. At the same time, add in lots of structure—like a calendar posted in a place your child can easily see and daily checklists so kids know what’s expected of them.

COACHING THE COACHES: PARENT TRAINING

If you have considered closing your windows because the yelling in your home has reached WWE levels, you are not an inadequate parent. You’re an untrained parent.

One of the biggest surprises about being a parent is that it doesn’t just come naturally. Learning to parent your child takes work and resources, and that goes double—or maybe triple or quadruple—when you have a kid with ADHD. It doesn’t make any sense that we spend a couple dozen hours learning how to give birth and then zero hours learning to raise the child after they’re born. Kim and I have certainly looked at our kids and wondered if they are aliens more times than we can count, but we try hard to lead with curiosity and find understanding. We can all use a little tune-up on our skills. An effective way to help your kid is to get some help yourself.





To find a good parent training program such as the widely praised Parent Child Interaction Therapy in your area, the key term to include in your search is “evidence based”.

—Penn






If your child has been given an ADHD diagnosis, their doctor might suggest you enroll in a parent training program that will teach you the skills you need to help your kid. Parent training programs crank up your skills by giving you real-time feedback on your interactions with your kids so you can tweak them and perform better in the home environment. Some programs actually equip parents with an earpiece so they can be coached on what to say as if they are CIA agents. As Dr. Kurtz put it, these programs teach parents to be a child’s therapist. When parents build positive relationships3 with their kids, the kids will respond better to the expectations placed on them.


What You Can Expect to Learn in a Parent Training Class


	Active listening skills. When you affirm and validate your child’s emotions4 by repeating back to them what you’ve heard, you make them feel understood instead of bulldozed by a “my way or the highway” attitude.

	Importance of positive interactions. One of the primary tenets5 of successful parent training is a focus on keeping a positive relationship with your kid, which can be hard when it seems like their whole purpose in life is to make you want to punch a wall in frustration.

	Practice makes progress. When you practice the skills you learn6 during the training sessions instead of just listening and taking notes, you are better able to help your kid in a variety of situations.

	How to foster social skills. Having even one good friend7 can have a huge impact on kids. It’s a major protective factor against bad outcomes, and it may take some intervention by you as a parent, because some kids with ADHD are unfortunately the ones who don’t get invited to the birthday parties.

	Consistency matters. If your child is not allowed to get up8 from the table at home, they should not be allowed to get up from the table at school or in a restaurant.





Some insurance policies cover parent training, so it’s probably worth investigating the option with your ADHD team.

YOUR ADHD KID AT SCHOOL

Most of us parents expect our kids to “do well” in school—and when we say “do well,” we usually mean get good grades, listen to their teachers, and be good classroom citizens. When you have an ADHD kid, your idea of doing well might need to morph from the stuffy old “get straight As so you can get into a good college” to “figure out a way to thrive in a really challenging environment for your brain.” You can foster a love of learning, but it may require a shift in how you think about your child’s learning journey. Doing well might simply mean learning to regulate in a classroom environment so that learning can happen.

School is a cauldron for cooking up scenarios that generate ADHD behavior. The most compassionate thing you can do for your kid is to remember that regardless of how intelligent they are, school is going to be challenging for them in ways it’s not challenging for neurotypical kids. The stresses and frustrations of being an ADHD kid in a typical classroom can lead to a lot of dysregulation, which puts an end to learning before it can even begin. As Dr. Emily King said9, “If a child is not regulated in a classroom, feeling safe and connected to a teacher, it doesn’t matter what is being taught. It’s not going to work.”

What’s tricky, she pointed out, is that many teachers don’t have extensive training in emotional regulation for ADHD brains. They might have had a class in behavior management, or slightly more if they have a master’s in special education—but most relevant learning is on the job.10 When ADHD behaviors emerge, teachers may not see a kid having a hard time; they might see a noncompliant kid who is giving them a hard time. They slip into reaction mode, trying to manage the child’s behavior so they can get on with the business of teaching, but this leads to resistance from the ADHDer—which is hardly a good starting point for the teacher-child relationship. A child who feels like everything coming at them is bad for their brain may wind up hating school.

This is where you come in. Keeping in mind teachers are not the enemy and are doing the best they can, you can bridge the gap between what is being offered in the classroom and what your child needs. Most teachers are hungry for information about their students, but they are in a situation where there is a shortage of it. You can act as an interpreter for your child’s teacher to help them understand the brain sitting in front of them.

How to Talk to Your Child’s Teacher

Dr. King offered excellent suggestions for partnering effectively with your child’s teacher. The key word here is partner. With the right approach, teachers can be your child’s biggest allies.

Go into meetings about your kid with an open mind and an appreciation for the fact that you are asking a teacher to add more work to their already busy schedule.


	Say thank you. Teachers work hard and are underappreciated. You can’t go wrong by beginning your conversation with your child’s teacher by thanking them for all they do for your child. You may even strengthen your connection if you empathize: “I get this is very difficult for you. I know this is hard because I live with this child.”

	Honor thy domains. You may be the expert on your child at home, but no one knows your child at school better than their teacher. You don’t want that teacher coming to your home for dinner and telling you how to do things, and that teacher doesn’t want you coming in and telling them how to teach a lesson. So when you speak to your child’s teacher, start from a place of respect.

	Get curious. You aren’t in the classroom each day. Instead of making assumptions, ask your child’s teacher what goes on with your child. What happens when?

	Share strategies. Engage in an information exchange. Communicate how things go at home, and tell the teacher about specific strategies you have found to help whatever skill weakness your child has. For example, if you’ve found visual reminders help your kid remember their backpack in the morning, let the teacher know. What would that look like in class? Maybe a Post-it with an illustration of a book bag on the corner of their desk would be helpful. Remember to present this in a “just an idea” format. Teachers may have similar strategies for you to try at home.

	Coordinate. Consider creating a daily report card. According to a webinar Dr. Fabiano created11 for clinicians, a daily report card is one of the most effective interventions for helping an ADHD child at school. If your teacher is open to the idea, put your heads together to create a card with specific benchmarks for your child to reach each day—independently remembered to turn in homework, double-checked work before turning it in, waited to be called on during language arts, etc. The teacher can send it home at the end of each day so you may reward your kid if they have a good day. This request requires extra work for a likely overworked teacher, but it doesn’t hurt to ask. My guess is most teachers would like to find ways to help a student have a good learning experience.




Classroom Accommodations

According to Dr. King, most intelligent kids with ADHD can hang in a regular classroom. But once they have their need to be regulated met, they may still need accommodations. After you get a diagnosis, work with your child’s doctor, therapist, and teacher to develop a personalized plan of accommodations. (Often this will be a 504 plan, referring to section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. After additional evaluation, your child may qualify for an individualized education program (IEP), which is like a 504 plan on steroids. Discuss with your ADHD team which would be best for your child.) Here are a few accommodations you might consider adding to the mix:


	Permission to stand

	Extra time for tests

	Fewer questions on tests

	Permission to take oral exams

	A quiet place, removed from distractions, to work

	Communication between home and school (like a daily report card)

	Additional study guides

	Makeup work





Dr. King also recommends that when kids are in third or fourth grade, parents can start coaching them on how to advocate for themselves with their teachers—for example, to ask to stand while doing their work or take a break when they need it or move to a quieter spot. You’ll need to lay the groundwork through initial conversations with the teacher, but eventually, you want your child to learn to advocate for what works for them. Such a skill will pay dividends for years.

Whew. I know this chapter was a lot. But the fact that you are holding this book in your hands (or listening to it in your ears) is evidence you are on the right track by trying to understand how to help your child work with their amazing brain.

The next chapter (finally) addresses what you can do to take care of you. After all the effort you’ve put in, you deserve it.




CHAPTER 18

TAKING CARE OF CARETAKERS

Friends, family, loved ones, this chapter is for you (with a little bonus for ADHDers at the end). If you are reading this book because you are living with or supporting someone with ADHD, please know you will be the first person they thank when they win the Nobel Prize or an Oscar. They may not always say it, but they appreciate you.

I’m going to turn the chapter over to Kim to offer some real talk about the importance of taking care of your own mental health if you are partnering with ADHD.


A (LONG) NOTE FROM KIM

Let’s get real: It is insanely hard at times to be connected to a person with ADHD. No matter how much you love them, no matter how many times you remind yourself that they are doing their very best, at times you will want to scream, “I just told you that! Weren’t you listening?”

We’ve established that the upsides of caring about someone with ADHD are incredible. Our beloved ADHDers can be a blast to be around, like puppies who bring heaps of joy into your life. But like puppies, our lovable scamps can also sometimes leave a mess on the rug and keep us up at night.

At anyone’s birthday, retirement, or wedding, or just on a typical Friday night, Penn can be counted on for an extemporaneous, hilarious toast. I could probably cancel my Netflix subscription and never be bored because the man I married is so entertaining. But let’s be clear: The owner of the spontaneous, creative, hyperfocused brain I adore is the same person who routinely forgets to put a mug under the coffee stream, leaving the entire house reeking of that terrible acrid burn smell.
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When ADHD disrupts our family’s life, I want to be chill. I try to be chill. But things come up that test the limits of my chill. For example, nine times out of ten, when Penn comes into the house, he will leave the door open—and nine times out of those nine times, I will wordlessly close it. What’s the big whoop, right? It takes about three seconds to close a door. But then there’s that one time when I slam my face into the open door because I’m carrying a laundry basket around the corner, and it is very hard to be chill.

There are real costs to the amount of time we caretakers put into supporting our ADHDers. According to Dr. Fabiano1, for parents of kids with ADHD, the annual cost of work lost is upward of $2.3 billion. That is a lot of money. But there are also harder-to-measure costs to our mental health.

Always having to be the backstop is stressful. The mental load weighs heavy. Making sure appliances are turned off, the trains run on time, possessions are where they should be, tasks are accomplished—it is endless. The pressure builds up, and—whew, it is hard not to let it explode. I now understand that our water heater has an expansion tank for a reason. Pressure needs someplace to go. I know Penn needs me, but I am not going to be any good to him if I am too exhausted and overwhelmed to be the wind beneath his wings. To quote an airline safety briefing, I have to put on my oxygen mask first before assisting others.

A Seven-Point Plan for Ensuring You Don’t Book a One-Way Ticket to New Zealand

I know the last chapters were all about the importance of being calm, cool, collected, and connected, but no one is unflappable all the time. You need a break. You need help. And you need to let yourself off the hook.

Here are a few things I’ve found that keep me from burning out:

1. Get more sleep.

When you are overwhelmed by the demands of a single day, it’s easy to give in to the temptation to stay up doing work or watching just one more episode—but I have learned the hard way that my life improves if I am well-rested. I like an early bedtime, and I tend to wake up earlier than the rest of the house. If Penn is out late playing tennis, we’ve agreed he will sleep in the guest room so he doesn’t wake me by crawling into bed at eleven p.m.

Not getting enough sleep2 can make you short-tempered, less organized, and sickness-prone. Plus, it can affect your appetite and age your brain by three to five years. I’ve decided I’d rather be a party pooper who ducks out of a good time at nine o’clock than a grouchy mess the entire next day.

2. Protect your space.

A closed office door means I want alone time. During the pandemic, it became obvious that I was the only person in the house who didn’t have a space just for myself. The kids have their own rooms, and Penn has his audio setup in the attic. I was working at the dining room table. There was never a moment when I could be alone. Not only did I not get anything done, but I felt like I was a 24/7 giving machine, always on call to attend to someone else’s needs. Finally, I’d had it. I had doors installed on the never-used dining room (we usually eat at our kitchen island) and converted it to an office. The doors are glass (my bad) so my family can still see me, but when the doors are closed, they know to leave me alone.

3. Let yourself off the hook.

ADHD is not algebra. There is no permanent solution. It is a lifelong condition that brings as much frustration as it does joy. You may support your ADHDer as they navigate life, but you are not a puppeteer, responsible for every move they make. The goal is to provide support when needed and to let it glide when things are functioning smoothly, like when you are teaching a kid to ride a bike.

In the beginning of our relationship, making lists and systems for Penn was my second job. On top of running my own life, I offered reminders, checklists, and nudges galore. Carrying that mental load was exhausting. I’ve had to work hard to create boundaries and a house that can run without my constant attention, but I have gradually taken off the training wheels so Penn can follow the routines we’ve established without me hovering over his shoulder every second, reminding him what he’s supposed to be doing.

I have taught the entire family how to make lists so I can let go. As I type this, my thirteen-year-old is working off his own Google Docs packing list and getting ready for camp. I will not be checking his bag to make sure he packed deodorant. I’ve had to release the worry about whether he has enough of what he needs. If he doesn’t, he will figure it out (or smell very, very bad at pickup).

You are a source of comfort, support, and advocacy for your ADHDer, but you are not a wizard. Relieve yourself of the delusion that ADHD is a problem for you alone to solve.

4. Renegotiate your secret contracts.

We wrote in our last book about the secret contracts that develop in relationships. If you didn’t read that book (or if you did but need a refresher), here’s the CliffsNotes version: A secret contract is a role you’ve slid into through habit and complacency, not by design or with intention. For example, I am the designated drawer-closer in our household, while Penn breaks down boxes for recycling. We’ve never discussed this. It just happened. Sometimes secret contracts work out brilliantly, but if you don’t acknowledge them, they can lead to resentment. Secret contracts aren’t limited to romantic relationships; they can appear in parent-child relationships and between friends, siblings, coworkers, and just about anyone you’ve known for a while.

Life evolves. What is essential for supporting your ADHDer now may be unnecessary next month (and then necessary again the following month). Letting a system sit in place simply because that is the way you have always done it is a recipe for grudges and grumbling. Check in on a regular basis to make sure resentment isn’t festering and to determine whether you might be able to shift some of the responsibility you’ve been carrying by default. Or, conversely, whether you should step up in certain areas.

5. Recruit help.

ADHD takes a village. It is a medical condition with daily challenges, and you should not be expected to shoulder the weight alone. You’ve probably made it a priority to find a doctor, a therapist, or a coach (or all of these) for your ADHDer, but you need support too. You might try talking to a therapist about the stress. Or if that feels like too much commitment, don’t be shy about sharing your difficulties with a friend.

One small but concrete way to share the load is to find help with tidying. You don’t need to pay someone (although, if you can, go for it), but you should delegate this duty. The ADHD clutter chaos is real. A messy house makes me feel messy inside. It’s hard for me to be there for Penn emotionally or logistically if I am tripping over empty water bottles or constantly picking up stray socks. I also resent it when it seems like I am the only one bringing order to our chaos, so I’ve learned to delegate.

In our household, everyone has a job so I don’t have to nudge. I grew up in a family where we rotated weekend chores. That way, no one got stuck on baseboard duty until the end of time. But I found that rotating jobs allowed for my family members to “forget” when it was their turn to, say, clean the bathroom, so we decided to stick to assigned chores. My son now empties the dishwasher every morning, and Lola takes out the trash at night. We all pitch in on dishes after dinner. Penn wipes counters, and I sweep up the floors. Not having to nag is a relief.

Maybe clutter isn’t your kryptonite. Maybe it’s keeping track of the appointments or being the medication minder. Whatever weighs on you most heavily, see if you can partner with another member of the family or a friend to lift the load, even if it’s just a partial lift. You don’t have to be a superhero in every realm of your life. You don’t have to do it all.

6. Make self-care a regular practice.

I know. I know. The term self-care may sound like a bubble bath and a pedicure, which isn’t everyone’s cup of tea. But real self-care isn’t about pampering yourself; it’s about drawing a boundary and making time for yourself. Dr. Chronis-Tuscano recommended trying to do a small thing for yourself every day—even if it’s as minor as sneaking away to watch your favorite Netflix show. You can even do something that won’t require extra time, such as listening to a podcast as you sit in traffic. She said people think they need to make elaborate plans for a girls’ weekend at the beach, but it is more important to do daily maintenance on your mental health3 to stave off burnout.

I need my mental health walks. Some days, I maintain a quick pace and break a sweat. Others, I stroll along the trails near our home with my new favorite birding app. Moving calms my mind more than a massage (though I would never turn down a massage).

I’d like to add that if you really want to supercharge your self-care, make time for something that underscores your sense of self—something that reminds you who you are outside of your caretaking role. If you spend time indulging in your interests—whether it’s carpentry or crocheting—you’ll be less likely to feel like a service animal. To my surprise, I have grown to love pickleball. I’m still very much a beginner, but I’ve found a wonderful group of women to play with. We talk as much as we dink.

7. Forgive yourself for uncharitable thoughts.

Sometimes, I feel expected to be as patient as a Disney princess (the old-school kind with high-pitched giggles and birds alighting on their arms, not the newer ones who are allowed to have complicated feelings). But on the inside, I feel like Ursula the sea witch from The Little Mermaid. I try to be patient and I try to be gracious about picking up the dropped balls, but on occasion my brain says, “I’m not effing doing it.” For example, last week I opened the car door and found four days’ worth of uneaten bagels and sausage and Starbucks wrappers in there. I asked Penn if he could please help me clean out the car please. Please. (Perhaps you can tell from my excessive use of “please” how far from polite I was feeling.) And to his credit, he did, but he only got as far as the doorway before he put all that junk on the entryway table because he got distracted by a text. I will confess, my internal Kim was not a paragon of loving, forgiving, ADHD-empathizing thoughts in that moment.

Here are a few other things Penn has done that had me feeling less than charitable toward my husband:


	Left cans of Spindrift in the freezer “to cool down” but then forgot them, so they exploded.

	Took both sets of my keys with him even though he was driving his own car, leaving me stranded.

	Forgot to charge his phone so he was unreachable during the day.

	Left my car running while he was in a store for an hour.

	Reheated broccoli in the microwave but then forgot about it overnight, so the entire house smelled like rotting vegetables.



I know I am not the only one who sees red after an ADHD-related incident. I also know these flip-outs are temporary and normal. No one can be full of grace and understanding in every situation. I try to be forgiving of my own trespasses. The walks help.



Alright, caretakers, supporters, and loved ones, I’m taking the wheel again. Time to hand the book back to your ADHDer for a crash course in treating you right.

FOR ADHDERS: BE KIND TO YOUR PEOPLE

You back, friends?

If you have ADHD, there is certainly someone in your life who is making your life easier. They are doing it out of love and because they want the best for you. It is so important not to take these people for granted.

We posted an ADHD video earlier this year that showed some of the many ways Kim helps me out on the regular. As usual, 95 percent of the comments were from people who were really grateful for our lighthearted take on ADHD, but a few accused me of taking advantage of Kim and using my ADHD as an excuse to make a mess while she was left to clean up after my lazy (bleep). That struck a nerve. I live by the credo that ADHD is an explanation, not an excuse.

I am working toward managing as many of my symptoms as I can on my own. I don’t get a free pass for inconsiderate behavior just because I have ADHD. I make it my job to take responsibility for all of my actions, ADHD-inspired and otherwise, and to work to improve them. In the meantime, the least I can do is make sure my loved ones know I see how hard they are working on my behalf.
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Here are a few things you can do to demonstrate that you know ADHD is not always a walk in the park for your people:

Do a responsibility audit.

Chances are, if you have a loved one who is really invested in supporting you on your ADHD journey, they are shouldering a lot of logistics. It’s not fair to treat your partner like a walking Google reminder. Do an audit by reviewing your day at bedtime to see how much of your brain you’ve outsourced to your loved ones. Are you relying on them to micromanage your every move? It’s reasonable to lean on your loved ones to help you set up your upstream solutions, but it is on you to execute those strategies.

Have a frank discussion with your loved one about what they’ve taken on and what they’d like to shift back to you. Ask them to make a list, then decide which ones are must-address items.





My fellow dudes, performing this audit is especially important for us. We’ve been socialized to off-load the emotional labor—the meal planning, the appointment making, the social calendar maintaining—and that stuff weighs heavy. It’s also easy to overlook because so much of that work is invisible. “Look! The children magically have a dentist visit on Tuesday!” But it’s not magic. Someone made that appointment. In our house, if I’m not vigilant, that someone is Kim. I am as guilty of taking emotional labor for granted as the next guy, but I am trying to do better. These conversations are a good start.

—Penn






In our marriage, Kim came to me and said she wanted to clarify what “taking care of dinner” means. You see, I tell her I will “take care of dinner,” pat myself on the back, then ask her immediately what I should make, how to make it, and where I can find the ingredients. Kim’s response: “That is not ‘taking care of dinner.’ You need to figure all of it out. That’s what I do.” She was right, of course. It felt intimidating to contribute in this area because Kim really does like to cook (I promise she says she does), but one person being in charge of all meals during a hectic week isn’t sustainable. So now I take charge at least three nights a week. My meals started close to inedible, but now that I don’t use her as a cheat sheet, I’m getting better.


ADHD MAGIC WORDS

“You have taken on so much. Can we work together on a system that takes some of the responsibility off you?”



Grant the right to be annoyed.

Life throws curveballs. It’s understandable that people get upset when they get hit in the gut with one. A couple of weeks ago, we had a fiasco with our car keys that resulted in our teenage daughter, Lola, sitting in traffic with a flat tire. Kim was furious at me for bungling who had which car keys when. I knew she would forgive me, but I also knew I had to give her the space to be stinking annoyed. Nothing makes me more upset than when Kim is upset with me, but asking her to swallow her frustration just because my ADHD was the root cause is really unfair.

You can’t expect someone not to be annoyed when your behavior affects them. If you lash out at your partner, yelling, “I have ADHD, okay?!” after they look at their watch for the tenth time as they are waiting for you to get out the door, you’re only adding stress to your situation, which is just going to make you even later.

The work you’ve done to keep your shame in check will pay off here too. While you deserve to have supportive people in your life, you will enjoy happier relationships with them if you don’t treat them like your therapists on call.

When you ask a loved one for grace, you cannot also ask them to forfeit their right to feel irritated. It’s not a package deal. Next time an ADHD-related blunder occurs, trust that your loved one can separate the mistake from its maker. Let them be annoyed, and acknowledge how it affected them.


ADHD MAGIC WORDS

“You seem frustrated. I get it. When I x, it affected you y. Maybe tomorrow we can make a plan for preventing x in the future.”



Define your needs.

You don’t need to be an ADHD martyr, knocking yourself out to live up to everyone’s expectations. Be realistic about your limitations and ask for help if you need it. Don’t wait for your loved one to guess what is most important to you. If you need help, ask for it, but do so in a way that explains what is difficult for you. Also, make your ask specific, so they don’t have to read your mind to figure out what you might find helpful.


ADHD MAGIC WORDS

“I find _______ a challenge. Would you be able to _______?”



Fire off a warning flare.

Your loved ones cannot necessarily tell when your executive functioning skills are being taxed. People are more likely to be understanding if you express your vulnerabilities and give them a warning that mistakes might be coming.

A few weeks ago, I had two projects to finish, and both our kids were scheduled to participate in important youth sports events (which induces its own strange anxiety). I was driving with Kim to a shoot location and completely missed the exit. I immediately said, “Honey, my executive function is flatlining today. Just a warning that I am going to get some things wrong.” Kim was awesome about it, told me she understood, and then asked me to list what I needed to do. It was a really long list, but saying it out loud instead of keeping it in my brain gave me a chance to remember it was just a checklist I had to complete. I went from feeling overwhelmed to feeling energized and challenged to succeed.


ADHD MAGIC WORDS

“I am stressed to the max, and my executive function is overtaxed. I am going to forget something. I apologize in advance.”



Own up.

A diagnosis is not a get-out-of-jail-free card: Your loved ones can give you grace and forgiveness for your condition, but you can’t use ADHD as a constant excuse. Much as I’d love to when something goes wrong, I don’t say, “Womp womp, ADHD. Let’s move on.” I am responsible for figuring out how to try and avoid the same mistake in the future.


ADHD MAGIC WORDS

“Yowza. That was a disaster. I’m so sorry I ________. I’m working on it.”



Give thanks.

Everyone likes to feel appreciated. Offer gratitude to the people in your life who help you. A lot of it and often. It never hurts to say thank you. Really. You can’t do it too frequently. Bonus points if you can be really specific. When I left the outdoor garbage can open and it filled with disgusting garbage water, Kim held her nose and emptied it. My first instinct when I do something like that is to apologize, which isn’t all bad, but you know what Kim would probably like to hear even more than “I’m sorry”? “THANK YOU!” (And “I’ll do better next time.”)


ADHD MAGIC WORDS

“Thank you for helping me with _________. I was able to _________ because of you.”



Like so many things, healthy relationships between ADHDers and our people come down to good communication. Keep communication open and compassionate, and you’ll have a team you can rely on for years to come.




CHAPTER 19

LISTENING: THE BEST HARD HABIT

Listening is my white whale. It’s my Wario. It’s my Duke basketball. (Sorry, my granddad played for UNC.) I’ve gotten pretty good at ADHD symptom management in most areas of my life, but listening instead of zooming off into my own world is still what nice people would call a “growth area” for me.

I hear a lot about the importance of listening in situations when we’re receiving information—during class, at a work presentation, at a medical appointment—but that emphasis overshadows the real listening crisis that stems from my ADHD: listening during conversations.

When we really listen, we’re affirming the inner lives of the people we care about. So when we struggle with listening during conversation, we’re really struggling with relationships. Ruh-roh.

I work hard to be a good husband and a good father, and I know that listening is one of the best ways to support my family and maintain strong connections. Plus, it’s just good manners, so I try to be a good listener. I really do. But sometimes my ADHD brain takes over in a conversation like an uninvited guest butting in. Thoughts arrive with no warning. Kim can be discussing something important, like a sweet memory about her grandmother or the story of how her friend got fired, and out of nowhere I’ll think about an Arby’s commercial I just saw. Or meteorology. Or orbital physics. It’s embarrassing how little control I have over these thoughts. They just pop up and fester, like wisteria. (Now I am thinking about my wisteria problem again.)
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I don’t really get embarrassed when I leave stuff behind. If I lose my wallet, I’ll say, “Guys, I’m forgetful. Start walking to the car without me. I need to find my wallet.” No shame involved.

But when I interrupt and see that “Could you just let me finish my sentence?” look on someone’s face, I feel awful. I can tell I’ve sucked all the energy out of the group, like I’ve poked a hole in a balloon they’ve been working hard to inflate. Shame comes crashing over me. The kicker is that I do genuinely want to listen, but when ADHD yanks me out of a conversation, it wrecks what was otherwise a great chance to learn something about someone I love or to make them feel heard.

Sometimes after we’ve been at a social event together, Kim will tell me, “You were very rude at dinner when you interrupted that story about Cheryl’s kid’s basketball game. She was really irritated.” And I will have absolutely no clue what she is talking about.

When we had improv practitioner extraordinaire Dan Sipp on our podcast, he explained that there are two main flavors of breaking the flow of conversations: talking over someone and what he called “non-kinetic interruptions.”1 Non-kinetic interruptions are when you’re physically present for the conversation, but you have followed your own mental path so far that your brain is off the map. You’re no longer listening; you’re just trying to figure out how to best jump in so you can dazzle with what you’re bringing. This happens to me all the time, thanks to my ADHD.

When something drifts into my consciousness, it’s like I go through a portal to another world. From that moment on, I’m not fully in the conversation. Instead of listening to other people, I’m trying to figure out how to get everyone off the bus of whatever they were talking about because I’ve got something cool to say. I can hear the conversation, but the voice in my head telling me to butt in is ten times louder than the actual voices rippling through the air around me.

When I try to listen, it typically goes something like this:

Our Friend Page: Kim, I still can’t get over that brutal bungee jump you did on The Amazing Race. How scary was that?

Kim: So. Scary.

Penn’s Mouth: Yeah!

Penn’s Brain: Way to sneak that in there. Now she knows you’re also concerned.

Kim: I think I actually dissociated during that whole experience. Like, I don’t really remember parts of it.

Page: What do you mean, “dissociated”?

Penn’s Brain: I know! ME! ME ME ME ME ME!!!!!!!!!

Kim: It’s a response to trauma. It also happens to people with anxiety . . .

Penn’s Brain: SHE PAUSED. GO!!!!

Penn’s Mouth: You know in that movie Doctor Strange, when Tilda Swinton punched Benedict Cumberbatch and his spirit separated from his body and hovered over him and looked down at them? Was that kind of what it was like?

Kim: (politely) Uh, sure, yeah, sort of like that.

Page: I thought Benedict Cumberbatch was better in Sherlock.
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Penn’s Brain: OMG. SHE JUST MENTIONED YOUR FAVORITE TV SHOW. JUMP IN THERE!

Page: But Kim, you were saying?

Penn’s Brain: DANG IT! Oh, well, she’s right. Kim was talking about her traumatic experience. Just listen for now. Listen your face off.

Kim: It was a three-hour drive to the place where we jumped, which was part of the torture.

Page: I can imagine.

Penn’s Brain: SHERLOCK REALLY IS SO FREAKING GOOD. MAYBE I CAN GET THIS CONVERSATION BACK TO THAT.

Kim: By the time I got there, I could barely talk.

Penn’s Brain: HIS POWERS OF OBSERVATION ARE UNREAL. ALSO, THAT IS THE BEST-EDITED SHOW ON TELEVISION.

Kim: Penn was being really sweet. I think he was really nervous too.

Penn’s Brain: OH, CRAP. DID SHE JUST SAY MY NAME?

Page: I would have been freaking out if I were either one of you.

Penn’s Brain: USE THE “THAT’S CRAZY” EMERGENCY LINE!

Penn’s Mouth: Oh yeah, that’s crazy.

Penn’s Brain: PHEW. NICE SAVE.

Kim: So anyway, I get the harness on, and I am sitting in a chair where a very nice woman is explaining what I need to do. I can’t look anywhere but straight at Penn.

Penn’s Brain: IT IS CRAZY TRYING TO FIGURE OUT WHAT IS IN SOMEONE ELSE’S MIND. WAIT, I HAVE SOMETHING PERFECT. WHAT WAS THAT AWESOME QUOTE SHERLOCK HAD ABOUT OTHER PEOPLE’S MINDS?

Kim: I can’t look at the seven-hundred-foot drop, and I can’t look at the sky. I know if I do any of that I will break down. I get to the ledge and, you guys, it’s the most scared I’ve ever been in my whole life, but I kept walking, and then all of a sudden . . . it’s actually hard to talk about. (Kim pauses.)
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If you haven’t seen this scene, you gotta check it out. Googling “Kim bungee jump” should do the trick.



Penn’s Brain: SHE LOOKS SAD! YOU NEED TO CHEER HER UP! THAT’S YOUR JOB! DO THE SHERLOCK LINE! DO IT NOW!

Penn’s Mouth: (in a bad British accent) “Dear God, what’s it like in your funny little brains? It must be so boring.”

[Everyone else, silent, uncomfortable, a little stunned.]

Penn’s Mouth: It’s a line from Sherlock? We were talking about Sherlock?

Penn’s Brain: DID THEY NOT HEAR WHAT I JUST SAID? IT WAS SO FUNNY!



I had good intentions. I was hoping to cheer her up, but the execution was awful. My ADHD brain sank its hooks into Sherlock and wouldn’t let go. What a butthead.


A NOTE FROM KIM

Penn and I run a business together, and like most businesses, ours requires a lot of meetings, including video conference calls. Penn gives a good meeting because his vivacious personality draws people in—at least for the first few minutes. Once ideas start firing, he’ll be struck with inspiration. His eyes drift off the camera, and I know he’s clicked open a new tab on his computer to start working. Before the client can even get through the pitch deck of deliverables and business buzzwords—let alone actually hire us—Penn is already writing the lyrics for the song they need.

That burst of creativity has kept our business successful, but I’m not just his business partner; I’m his life partner. The same facet of ADHD that keeps our business booming and the dinner table conversations fun can be maddening—even painful—when I’m opening my heart.

Recently, I had a period of wrestling with aspects of my faith. I was dealing with some really deep stuff. I hadn’t even shared my thoughts with my mom, the person I tend to talk to when I’m pondering my spirituality. After a couple of weeks, I worked up the courage to bring my concerns up with Penn. He was very accepting and lovely . . . for about two minutes. And then he moved on. New subject.

I was pissed. It is hard to feel really heard when he moves on. It was like I was drowning and he threw me a life preserver, but then he sailed off toward the Jet Ski rental place he’d spotted along the shore. I could see he was trying to help, and I appreciated the gesture, but I was still very much there in the water by myself. It felt incredibly isolating.

I knew he loved me. I knew he cared. But I had to lasso him back into the conversation because his brain keeps him in constant motion. Over the years, I’ve become accustomed to repeating myself and bringing the conversation back to me. As an introvert, I don’t love being the center of attention, but I have learned how to ask for attention from my husband.

It took several years of marriage for Penn to learn that just because it’s not a topic he’s interested in, doesn’t mean it’s not important. Now, when he says, “I hear you,” and repeats the words I have just said back to me, I know it’s a tool he needs to cement my feelings into his brain. It helps me know he is, in fact, listening to me.



WHY NOT LISTENING SUCKS

A lack of listening can lead to bigger problems in relationships. Neglect listening to someone enough times, and they will start saying, “You never listen to me.” They might respond with emotional distance or by withholding affection. That’s a pretty big price to pay for letting your attention wander during a conversation.

You can reach a limit to how deep a friendship can be if the other person doesn’t feel heard by you. People you’d like to think can rely on you may not rely on you. They may not consider you as close a friend as you consider them because they don’t think you are listening when they talk. It makes sense. Your brain may be a wellspring of fun information and clever connections, but that doesn’t mean you get to slap someone in the face with your brain while you’re talking to them.

People with ADHD want friends and intimacy just as much as everyone else. There’s just something in our heads getting in the way of letting that happen, but you can get better at it. I know I have.

LEVEL UP YOUR LISTENING

Listening is a skill like any other. You can practice until you can go for longer and longer stretches without losing the thread of conversations or interrupting. Sometimes, to get a conversation back on track after you’ve interrupted or spaced out, all it takes is saying, “I’m sorry, I just interrupted you,” and your partner will appreciate the acknowledgment and go back to what they were saying. But, tough as it might be, the best course of action is to stay present in the first place.

Here are a few ways to keep focused on what someone else is saying instead of running with your own interests:


	Gamify it. Turn the conversation into a game for yourself by trying to repeat the last three words of each sentence back to yourself in your head.

	Mine for gold. Level up your gamification by challenging yourself to find the gold in the conversation. Ask yourself, What is most important to this person right now? Then look for evidence. Each time you find something to support your theory, enjoy a dopamine hit. Then you can supercharge the conversation by saying, “It sounds to me like what you’re saying is ____________. Did I get that right?” If so, mission accomplished. If not, try again to zero in on their take and look for evidence of that.

	Go high. Fly above the conversation and analyze it. Ask yourself, What in this conversation is new to me? What challenges my ideas? What is of personal interest to me? Those are hooks that keep you in a conversation. If you can find them, you’ll be more likely to listen.




Tip for Talking to an ADHD Brain

I do much better with conversations when the person who’s talking pauses between sentences and gives me a chance to digest. If there’s a pause, I can say, “Gotcha. Tell me more.” But if someone goes into a ten-minute soliloquy, I go mentally AWOL. If you really want someone with ADHD to listen to you, try to keep the conversation balanced in terms of who gets to speak.




When All Else Fails

If you come to during a conversation and realize you have no idea what everyone is talking about because you’re busy dreaming up scenarios to test DALL-E, here’s a chart for you:

If . . .

You realize they are in the middle of a story. This is not all bad. You have a good chance of saving yourself.
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Then . . .

Use empathetic grunts. Not really words. Just noises that don’t interrupt. “Mmm. Oh? Hmm-hmm.” Then use context clues to try to pick up the flow again.

If . . .

You came back just as someone was saying, “Get this,” or “This is the part that makes me really angry . . . ,” or “The worst part was . . .”
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Then . . .

Don’t say anything. Go with body language. Shake your head. It means so many more things than nodding! It can mean “Such a shame!” “That is unbelievable.” “I can’t believe you/your friend/your friend’s mailman had to go through that.” “So wonderful, touching, beautiful.” Shaking your head suggests you’re feeling whatever emotion they are feeling even if you don’t know what that emotion is.

If . . .

You’ve missed the whole thing. You have absolutely zero idea what has been said in the past five minutes. It could have been a review of the latest Star Wars spin-off or a hot take on the local school board election. All you heard was, “What do you think?”
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Then . . .

You’re in trouble. Chances are low that you’ll be able to fake your way through it with some nonverbal or semiverbal distractions. This is when your go-to phrase is, “Wow, that’s crazy.” (See above.) It works 87 percent of the time when you are totally unaware of the conversation and are asked a question. Those three words can cover happy, sad, bad, scary, and funny stories about family members, a shocking piece of medical information, etc.

Other phrases you can try when you need a bailout:


	Then what happened?

	Unbelievable!

	Wait, say more about that.

	Say that again. I want to be sure I understand.

	Can you repeat that?

	Seriously?

	Sure!

	I’m going to need a minute to process this.

	Ohmigosh.

	Oh yeah?

	What?

	No way!

	Wait, you’re going too fast.







Shame on me for developing this listening hack. I know it’s dishonest. But it works way more often than it should.

—Penn






If . . .

You are fully busted. The jig is up. Everyone can tell you were out on your own adventure, and someone calls you on it, asking, “What’s crazy? Do you even know what I’m talking about?”
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Then . . .

The final recourse is honesty. “No. I’m sorry. I wasn’t listening.” There’s no need to tell them you were thinking about goats. No one wants to hear that you were thinking about how weird the word udder is while they were pouring their heart out to you, but they do need to hear you’re sorry.

Make the effort to repair. Try something like, “I was listening, but then my ADHD jumped me. That must have made you feel like I didn’t care, but I do. If you have the energy to repeat yourself, I’d love to hear it.”



Learning to listen has taken effort. And patience. But the payoff has been enormous. I feel closer to my friends and family, which makes me feel good about myself.

I wanted to end this book with listening because it’s a great example of how far you can come with ADHD. My ADHD naturally pulls my brain in a million directions like a dog walker with an unruly pack, but through practice, I’m much more able to wrangle those unruly pups. I’m trying harder than I used to, but I’m still not batting a thousand. I’m maybe batting .750, which is pretty good, but I am aware that’s still 25 percent I’m missing, and it’s not always the 25 percent I’d choose to miss.

I’m encouraged by the fact that I improved my average at all. I still whiff now and again, but the experience has shown me I can get better at things I find challenging. And really, isn’t that all anyone—ADHD or no—can hope for?
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A FINAL WORD BEFORE WE SAY GOOD—OH, LOOK! A SQUIRREL!
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Hey, friends! Glad you made it this far (or at least held the book in your hand long enough to skip to the back of the book)!

Before you go, I just wanted to share some final thoughts.

First of all, thank you. Thank you for taking several hours of your very important life to hear my story and learn along with me. As mentioned, I’m not the world’s preeminent expert on ADHD, but I sure know a heck of a lot more than I knew when I started writing. We learned some biology (the brain is a cheese pizza!), psychology (focus on the strengths), history (people used to treat ADHD with spoiled milk and horses!), language arts (how to speak ADHD), and chemistry (Dopamine 101). Should this book come with a full semester of college credit?

Kim and I sell a T-shirt through our website that says “ADHD Is Awesome” across the chest. When we first posted it for sale, so many people bought one that we sold out within hours. I wish every one of you could claim the ADHD badge with that kind of pride. The struggle is real, but so are the joys. I love my brain. It has taken me on a voyage. My ADHD will be my companion for life. On good days and bad, I tell myself, I have ADHD, but ADHD doesn’t have me.

I know I am on one end of the ADHD spectrum, and many of you out there are really going through it—so I am not trying to force you, or myself, to act like you’re in a cheesy movie where everything is great at the end just because you tried. I simply hope you know that you—that all of us—are more than a stereotypical composite of an ADHD diagnosis. Of the many things that make you special, your ADHD brain is just one of them.

A better life with ADHD is out there. With the right tools, information, and support, you can live a wildly creative and successful life. The secret is that it’s not actually ADHD that’s awesome. It’s you.
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10In addition to ADHD, Oliver has dyslexia Russell A. Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD: The Complete, Authoritative Guide for Parents (New York: Guilford Press, 2020), 115.

11Multitalented Knowles has had artwork featured Ayana Mathis, “Solange: The Polymathic Cultural Force,” New York Times Style Magazine, October 15, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/15/t-magazine/solange-interview.html.

12When the singer was being evaluated for ADHD Felicia Vance, “Solange: ‘I Was Diagnosed . . . Twice,’” BDO, September 10, 2017, https://blackdoctor.org/solange-knowles-adhd-2.

13Slip up, and crew members are fined Barbara S. Peterson, Blue Streak: Inside JetBlue, the Upstart That Rocked an Industry (New York: Portfolio, 2004), xiv–xv.

14“It doesn’t really matter what happens” Bill Saporito, “How JetBlue Founder David Neeleman Launched a New Airline During a Pandemic,” Inc., May 1, 2021, https://www.inc.com/magazine/2021006/bill-saporito/david-neeleman-jetblue-breeze-airline-serial-entrepreneur.html.

15he’s apparently not bad at skeet shooting “25 Things You Don’t Know About Me: Dave Grohl,” US Weekly, April 13, 2011, https://www.usmagazine.com/entertainment/news/25-thing-you-dont-know-about-me-dave-grohl-2011134.

16Sounds all too familiar Brian Hiatt, “‘Never Gonna Give You Up’ Is ‘Exactly the Same’ as ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’—and 11 Other Things We Learned from Dave Grohl,” September 28, 2021, Rolling Stone, https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/12-things-we-learned-from-dave-grohl-storyteller-book-nirvana-foo-fighters-2-1233133/.

17why are there so few jingles Alec Moran, “Five Things You Never Knew About ‘I’m Lovin’ It,’” Chicago, October 14, 2014, https://www.chicagomag.com/Chicago-Magazine/November-2014/McDonalds-Im-Lovin-It-Campaign.

18He’s since been outpaced by Mark Vande Hei “Station Record Holders,” NASA, accessed October 15, 2023, https://www.nasa.gov/feature/nasa-station-astronaut-record-holders.

19“I don’t care about that” Michael Merschel, “Scott Kelly Was a Kid with ADHD and Bleak Prospects. Then He Read a Book. Now He’s a Record-Setting Astronaut,” Dallas Morning News, October 24, 2018, https://www.dallasnews.com/arts-entertainment/books/2018/10/24/scott-kelly-was-a-kid-with-adhd-and-bleak-prospects-then-he-read-a-book-now-he-s-a-record-setting-astronaut/.

20“those traits work well for me” Natalie Edwards, “The Voice Judge Will.i.am Tells of His Battle with ADHD,” Daily Mirror, April 28, 2013, https://www.mirror.co.uk/3am/celebrity-news/voice-judge-william-tells-battle-1857345.

21“The system is broken” Rob Haskell, “Channing Tatum: A Work in Progress,” New York Times Style Magazine, October 14, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/14/t-magazine/channing-tatum-foxcatcher-interview.html.

22Pilkey says ADHD taught him Terri Peters, “‘Captain Underpants’ Author Shares How His Parents Inspired His Career,” Today, June 6, 2018, https://www.today.com/parents/dav-pilkey-captain-underpants-adhd-his-childhood-t130399.

23Dav Pilkey is my son’s favorite author “Five Facts About Dav Pilkey,” Storyworks 2, March/April 2021, https://storyworks2.scholastic.com/pages/promotion/navigationlps/030121/five-facts-about-dav-pilkey.html.

24“Having ADHD, and taking medicine for it” Henry Austin, “What Are the ‘Twisties?’ Simone Biles Explains Gymnastics Struggle at Tokyo Olympics,” NBC News, July 30, 2021, https://www.nbcnews.com/news/olympics/what-are-twisties-simone-biles-explains-gymnastics-struggle-tokyo-olympics-n1275460; Simone Biles (@simone_biles), “Having ADHD, and taking medicine for it is nothing to be ashamed of nothing that I’m afraid to let people know,” Twitter, September 13, 2016, 2:58 p.m., https://twitter.com/Simone_Biles/status/775785767855611905.

25To gain entry into North Korea Matea Gold, “National Geographic’s Ling Goes Undercover,” Chicago Tribune, March 6, 2007, https://www.chicagotribune.com/dp-xpm-20070307-2007-03-07-0703070005-story.html.

26“I feel a little bit of relief” Lisa Capretto, “At 40, Lisa Ling Gets Surprising Diagnosis of ADD (VIDEO),” HuffPost, June 12, 2014, https://www.huffpost.com/entry/lisa-ling-add-adhd_n_5489924.

Chapter 7: Facing Your ADHD

1“If I could give one gift to the field of ADHD” Steven Kurtz, personal interview, March 17, 2023.

2“That’s kind of what the current name is saying.” Edward Hallowell, personal interview, April 21, 2023.

3Get fired from your job Russell A. Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD: The Complete, Authoritative Guide for Parents (New York: Guilford Press, 2020), 111.

4Suffer from anxiety and depression Roberto Olivardia, “Anxiety? Depression? Or ADHD? It Could Be All Three,” ADDitude Magazine, last modified October 13, 2013, https://www.additudemag.com/adhd-anxiety-depression-the-diagnosis-puzzle-of-related-conditions.

5Have a learning disability Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD, 114.

6Receive as much as 80 percent Rebecca Hession, “Not Wrong, Just Different: ADHD as Innovators | Rebecca Hession | TEDxFortWayne,” TEDx Talks, June 18, 2011, YouTube video, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=60wX9jf5RPg.

7Get divorced Hession, “Not Wrong, Just Different.”

8Have a drug or alcohol problem Hession, “Not Wrong, Just Different.”

9Repeat a grade Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD, 265.

10 Die earlier Kristen Rogers, “People with Autism or ADHD Are More Likely to Die Early, Review Says,” CNN, February 15, 2022, https://www.cnn.com/2022/02/15/health/adhd-autism-early-death-risk-study-wellness/index.html.

11Be sleep-deprived Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD, 242.

12Drop out of high school Hession, “Not Wrong, Just Different.”

13Go to prison Pete Quily, “ADHD and Crime. 21% to 45% of Prisoners Have ADHD 15 Peer Reviewed Studies Show. Crime & Jail Are Costly, Treatment Is Cheap,” Adult ADD Strengths, accessed October 16, 2023, https://adultaddstrengths.com/2011/01/12/adhd-and-crime-ignore-now-jail-later-15-clinical-studies.

14Have an accident Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD, 242.

15Get a speeding ticket “ADHD and Driving,” Children and Adults with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (CHADD), accessed October 16, 2023, https://chadd.org/for-adults/adhd-and-driving.

16Carry debt Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD, 44.

17Make less money Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD.

18Have delays Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD, 114.

19Be sexually active earlier Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD, 254.

20Have an unwanted pregnancy Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD.

21Contract a sexually transmitted infection Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD.

22Require dental work Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD, 241.

23Be overweight Barkley, Taking Charge of ADHD.

24Somewhere between 15 and 20 percent Kelly McCain, “Explainer: What Is Neurodivergence? Here’s What You Need to Know,” World Economic Forum, October 10, 2022, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/10/explainer-neurodivergence-mental-health.

25“a neurological condition not under the control of individual will” Edward M. Hallowell and John R. Ratey, Driven to Distraction: Recognizing and Coping with Attention Deficit Disorder (New York: Anchor Books, 2011), xiv.

26manifestations of our neurodevelopmental disorder Penn Holderness and Kim Holderness, “Helping ADHD Kids with Dr. Norrine Russell,” May 3, 2022, The Holderness Family Podcast, https://shows.acast.com/618c3caaa322d1001350082c/episodes/dr-russell.

27“most treatable disorder in psychiatry” Barkley, Taking Charge of Adult ADHD, 238.

28“It’s not that people with ADHD are not trying” Stephen Hinshaw, personal interview, May 16, 2023.

Chapter 8: Operation Mindset Shift

1Dr. Hallowell tells his patients Edward Hallowell, personal interview, April 21, 2023.

2“The biggest need right now” Hallowell, personal interview.

3there are five stages people go through Marcy Caldwell, personal interview, March 22, 2023.

4“Don’t put limitations on yourself” James Cameron, address to the 2010 TED conference, February 13, 2010, http://www.ted.com/talks/james_cameron_before_avatar_a_curious_boy.

5“There is only one person” “The Messages,” Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, accessed December 28, 2023, https://www.misterrogers.org/the-messages/.

6Movement improves your memory Sammi R. Chekroud et al., “Association Between Physical Exercise and Mental Health in 1.2 Million Individuals in the USA Between 2011 and 2015: A Cross-Sectional Study,” Lancet 5, no. 9 (September 2018): 739–46, https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpsy/article/PIIS2215-0366(18)30227-X/fulltext.

7One study found that fidgeting Harvard Health Publishing, “Burning Calories Without Exercise,” Harvard Medical School, February 15, 2021, https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/burning-calories-without-exercise.

8“A genius is the one most like himself” Josh Jones, “Thelonious Monk’s 25 Tips for Musicians (1960),” Open Culture, December 18, 2017, https://www.openculture.com/2017/12/thelonious-monks-25-tips-for-musicians-1960.html.

9“Only those who will risk going too far” T. S. Eliot, preface to Transit of Venus by Harry Crosby (1931).

Chapter 9: The ADHD Upsides for You

1Their drawings were not tethered Holly A. White, “Thinking ‘Outside the Box’: Unconstrained Creative Generation in Adults with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder,” Journal of Creative Behavior 54, no. 2 (June 2020): 472–83.

2including tongues and hammers Holly White, “The Creativity of ADHD,” Scientific American, March 5, 2019, https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-creativity-of-adhd.

3more interesting, less predictable names White, “Thinking ‘Outside the Box.’”

4“The great irony and beauty of hyperfocus” Edward Hallowell, personal interview, April 21, 2023.

5“Imagine being a person with ADHD” Margaret Sibley, personal interview, June 2, 2023.

6How can I craft my world Marcy Caldwell, personal interview, March 22, 2023.

Part 3: Thriving with ADHD

1“the trajectory can be amazing” Andrea Chronis-Tuscano, personal interview, May 5, 2023.

Chapter 11: The Right Stuff

1Back then, the unlucky folks Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder: A Handbook for Diagnosis and Treatment, ed. Russell A. Barkley, 4th ed. (New York: Guilford Press, 2015), 4, https://www.guilford.com/excerpts/barkley2.pdf?t=1.

2Some twentieth-century experts suggested Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder: A Handbook, 7–8.

3It wasn’t until the 1980s Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder: A Handbook, 26–27.

4Could Have Been Worse Meredith Danko, “30 Strange Old-Timey Medical Treatments,” Mental Floss, November 19, 2020, https://www.mentalfloss.com/article/618642/strange-medical-treatments-from-history.

5Stimulant medication reportedly helps Paul H. Wender and David A. Tomb, ADHD: A Guide to Understanding Symptoms, Causes, Diagnosis, Treatment, and Changes Over Time in Children, Adolescents, and Adults (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 5.

6“I get pushback on medications” Loucresie Rupert, discussion with the authors, June 21, 2023.

7They “boost the signal” Mina K. Dulcan et al., “Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD): Parents’ Medication Guide,” American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 2020, https://www.aacap.org/App_Themes/AACAP/docs/resource_centers/resources/med_guides/ADHD_Medication_Guide-web.pdf.

8They do, however, seem to be less effective Dulcan et al., “Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD): Parents’ Medication Guide.”

9If you take insulin for a year Stephen Hinshaw, personal interview, May 16, 2023.

10Friends Share, but Not Their Drugs Hinshaw, personal interview.

11That’s certainly been my experience Steven Kurtz, personal interview, March 17, 2023.

12A recent study revealed Anthony Yeung, Enoch Ng, and Elia Abi-Jaoude, “TikTok and Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder: A Cross-Sectional Study of Social Media Content Quality,” Canadian Journal of Psychiatry 67, no. 12 (December 2022), https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/07067437221082854.

13Focus instead on the symptoms Kurtz, personal interview.

14anxiety will make it harder for you to concentrate Emily King, personal interview, May 3, 2023.

15 if you don’t see a problem with your behavior Margaret Sibley, personal interview, June 2, 2023.

16Motivational Interviewing Andrea Chronis-Tuscano, personal interview, May 5, 2023.

17Motivational interviewing originated in the world of substance abuse Chronis-Tuscano, personal interview.

18intervening at the “point of performance” Kurtz, personal interview.

19The reward boosted the amount of dopamine Anne B. Arnett and Virginia Peisch, “Answers Through ADHD Research: Reinforcement and Reward Learning | Boston Children’s Hospital,” Boston Children’s Hospital, June 15, 2022, YouTube video, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xgM3AMFa_-A.

20When choosing a consequence Gregory Fabiano, “School-Based Interventions for Children and Youth with ADHD,” March 15, 2023, webinar, Society of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology, 44:46, https://sccap53.org/school-based-interventions-for-children-youth-with-adhd.

21personally invested in gaining the reward Hinshaw, personal interview.

22by focusing on the behavior Hinshaw, personal interview.

23if completing math homework is a challenge Hinshaw, personal interview.

24start the first week with a reward Hinshaw, personal interview.

Chapter 12: Charge Your Battery

1Fun fact: Researchers at the Hebrew University Tuan C. Nguyen, “A Potato Battery Can Light Up a Room for over a Month,” Smithsonian Magazine, December 2, 2013, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/innovation/a-potato-battery-can-light-up-a-room-for-over-a-month-180948260.

2six things Dr. Marcy Caldwell listed that reliably refill Marcy Caldwell, personal interview, March 22, 2023.

3helping your child regulate themselves Emily King, personal interview, May 3, 2023.

4According to Dr. Russell Barkley Russell A. Barkley, “This Is How You Treat ADHD Based off Science,” 2012 Burnett Lecture Part 1 Keynote Speaker, UNC Learning Center, November 1, 2012, YouTube video, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NUQu-OPrzUc.

5That extra load of dopamine Anne B. Arnett and Virginia Peisch, “Answers Through ADHD Research: Reinforcement and Reward Learning | Boston Children’s Hospital,” Boston Children’s Hospital, June 15, 2022, YouTube video, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xgM3AMFa_-A.

6it may strengthen your physical muscles John Ratey, “The ADHD Exercise Solution,” ADDitude Magazine, last modified August 10, 2023, https://www.additudemag.com/the-adhd-exercise-solution.

7Your frontal lobe needs the sugar Russell A. Barkley, “This Is How You Treat ADHD.”

8Dr. Rupert took advantage of this phenomenon Loucresie Rupert, personal interview, June 21, 2023.

9A scientist named John Cacioppo John T. Cacioppo et al., “Do Lonely Days Invade the Nights? Potential Social Modulation of Sleep Efficiency,” Psychological Science 13, no. 4 (2002): 384–87, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1111/1467-9280.00469.

10The science of psychotherapy has shown us Steven Kurtz, personal interview, March 17, 2023.

11As Dr. Steve Kurtz pointed out Kurtz, personal interview.

12Being able to see boosts your baseline stimulation Alok Kanojia, “Psychiatrist Explains Good ADHD Hacks,” HealthyGamerGG, September 26, 2022, YouTube video, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eu2_nWyrIxY.

Chapter 13: Master Your Daily Routine

1the magic is in the process of planning Penn Holderness and Kim Holderness, “Helping ADHD Kids with Dr. Norrine Russell,” May 3, 2022, The Holderness Family Podcast, https://shows.acast.com/618c3caaa322d1001350082c/episodes/dr-russell.

2Officially made for British armed forces Sarah Sicard, “A Brief History of Cargo Pants, the Military’s Greatest Fashion Contribution,” Military Times, September 12, 2020, https://www.militarytimes.com/off-duty/military-culture/2020/09/12/a-brief-history-of-cargo-pants-the-militarys-greatest-fashion-contribution.

Chapter 14: Control Your Environment

1Smartphone owners engage Adrian F. Ward et al., “Brain Drain: The Mere Presence of One’s Own Smartphone Reduces Available Cognitive Capacity,” Journal of the Association for Consumer Research 2, no. 2 (April 2017): 140–54, https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/full/10.1086/691462.

2We have only so much brain space Ward et al., “Brain Drain.”

3No one does their best work Alok Kanojia, “Psychiatrist Explains Good ADHD Hacks,” HealthyGamerGG, September 26, 2022, YouTube video, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eu2_nWyrIxY.

Chapter 15: Get It Done

1If we find a mission that matters Edward Hallowell, personal interview, April 21, 2023.

2“Your mind is for having ideas” “About GTD,” GettingThingsDone.com, accessed October 16, 2023, https://gettingthingsdone.com/about.

3eats up your brain space David Allen, Getting Things Done (New York: Penguin, 2015), 134–5.

4“Remind me what your goal is?” Penn Holderness and Kim Holderness, “Helping ADHD Kids with Dr. Norrine Russell,” May 3, 2022, The Holderness Family Podcast, https://shows.acast.com/618c3caaa322d1001350082c/episodes/dr-russell.

Chapter 16: How to Be an ADHD Whisperer (Like Kim!)

1Why am I talking about ships “Weight of Aircraft Carrier,” What Things Weigh, accessed October 16, 2023, https://whatthingsweigh.com/how-much-does-an-aircraft-carrier-weigh.

2“I see the human connection” Edward M. Hallowell and John R. Ratey, Driven to Distraction: Recognizing and Coping with Attention Deficit Disorder (New York: Anchor Books, 2011), xvii.

3If you’re feeling annoyed Emily King, personal interview, May 3, 2023.

4a suit that simulated the difficulties of living with an aging body Julie Giner Perot et al., “Aging-Simulation Experience: Impact on Health Professionals’ Social Representations,” BMC Geriatrics 20 (January 2020): 14, https://bmcgeriatr.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12877-019-1409-3.

5approximately twelve thousand people “Butler Demographics and Statistics in the US,” Zippia, accessed October 16, 2023, https://www.zippia.com/butler-jobs/demographics.

6When ADHD behaviors pop up Steven Kurtz, personal interview, March 17, 2023.

7As Dr. King said King, personal interview.

8“please wash your water bottle” Kurtz, personal interview.

Chapter 17: Parents and Caretakers, You Make All the Difference (No Pressure!)

1developmental-transactional model of ADHD in families Charlotte Johnston and Andrea Chronis-Tuscano, “Families and ADHD,” in Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder: A Handbook for Diagnosis and Treatment, ed. Russell A. Barkley, 4th ed. (New York: Guilford Press, 2018), 191–209.

2You don’t have much control over IQ Andrea Chronis-Tuscano, personal interview, May 5, 2023.

3When parents build positive relationships Steven Kurtz, personal interview, March 17, 2023.

4When you affirm and validate your child's emotions Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Parent Training Programs: Insight for Practitioners (Atlanta: Centers for Disease Control, 2009), 5, https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/parent_training_brief-a.pdf.

5One of the primary tenets Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Parent Training Programs, 6.

6When you practice the skills you learn Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Parent Training Programs, 5.

7Having even one good friend Chronis-Tuscano, personal interview.

8If your child is not allowed to get up Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Parent Training Programs, 6.

9As Dr. Emily King said Emily King, personal interview, May 3, 2023.

10most relevant learning is on the job King, personal interview.

11According to a webinar Dr. Fabiano created Gregory Fabiano, “School-Based Interventions for Children and Youth with ADHD,” March 15, 2023, webinar, Society of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology, 44:46, https://sccap53.org/school-based-interventions-for-children-youth-with-adhd.

Chapter 18: Taking Care of Caretakers

1According to Dr. Fabiano Gregory Fabiano, “School-Based Interventions for Children and Youth with ADHD,” March 15, 2023, webinar, Society of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology, 44:46, https://sccap53.org/school-based-interventions-for-children-youth-with-adhd.

2Not getting enough sleep Patrick Finan, “The Effects of Sleep Deprivation,” Johns Hopkins Medicine, accessed October 16, 2023, https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/wellness-and-prevention/the-effects-of-sleep-deprivation.

3daily maintenance on your mental health Andrea Chronis-Tuscano, personal interview, May 5, 2023.

Chapter 19: Listening: The Best Hard Habit

1“non-kinetic interruptions” Penn Holderness and Kim Holderness, “How to Have Better Conversations,” August 6, 2019, The Holderness Family Podcast, https://theholdernessfamily.com/conversations.
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