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iPraise for Brain First Business


‘Entrepreneurs with ADHD often feel like they’re fighting their own brain while trying to build a company. Amanda shows them another way. Brain First Business is honest, practical, and deeply empowering. It will change how you work and how you lead.’

Gino Wickman, author of Traction & Shine and Creator of EOS®

‘Brain First Business is the practical operating system for ADHD entrepreneurs. Amanda cuts through the noise and gives founders a clear, actionable framework to build a business that actually works for their brain.’

Ben Branson, founder of Seedlip & The Hidden 20%

‘A wonderful reminder of the value of neurodiversity in business – and the vital need to amplify the remarkable rather than endlessly optimising the average. Never forget that the very same attributes that make you a bit of a pain on Monday morning can be a superpower on Friday afternoon.’

Rory Sutherland, author of Alchemy and vice-chairman of Ogilvy UK

‘Traditional business advice is rooted in neurotypical thinking. This book challenges that entirely. As a founder, it highlights how to build in a way that aligns with how an ADHD brain works – validating, practical, and honestly game-changing.’

Laura Jackson, creative co-founder and creative director of Glassette and Rocco Beautyiiiiiiv
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xiiiIntroduction


‘Born to do it’: ADHD, entrepreneurship and the importance of Brain First business


Business standards are neurotypical standards, ‘fixing’ yourself so you can achieve them is not the goal.



The cliché of the hustle-hard founder who sells their possessions to pursue a vision that came to them overnight, sleeps on a mattress in their office and lives on nothing but ramen noodles might not be the lifestyle goal you or I aspire to … but there’s something we do have in common with that stereotype and that is (I’d bet on it) ADHD.

People with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are around 70 per cent more likely to have entrepreneurial inclinations than our neurotypical (NT) counterparts, and we are twice as likely to actually start a business as someone who is neurotypical.1 While official statistics estimate that 29 per cent of entrepreneurs have ADHD, it’s also suggested that up to 85 per cent of people with ADHD are undiagnosed, or even unaware of this aspect of their identity.2 If you’re reading this book because you have, or suspect you have, ADHD, then that will be of little surprise as you’ll already be aware xivof all the ways entrepreneurship appeals to an ADHD brain and why it’s a much more compelling option than a clock-in/clock-out 9–5.

In theory, the many and varied traits of ADHD make us excellent entrepreneurs:


	Our creativity makes us natural solution-seekers and strategic thinkers.

	Our ‘million ideas a minute’ mean we are highly innovative and run ahead of the curve.

	Our high propensity to risk-take means we are more likely to jump and then learn to fly.

	Our ability to hyperfocus means we can work quickly to make things happen.



It can be easy to think of entrepreneurship as the perfect ADHD vehicle. However, the problem for us, and for those around us, is that if we build a business that relies on these attributes alone, then we end up in permanent burnout. Because for every trait that makes us an incredible entrepreneur, there are many that make us pretty terrible at business:


	We aren’t great at attention to detail so can miss the finer points that, over time, can make or break a business.

	We get easily overwhelmed with admin tasks and can find seemingly basic business activities, like filling out forms, embarrassingly challenging.

	We are extremely prone to burnout, so while we can hyperfocus for a few hours, that is probably our energy for the day spent.

	xvWe are poor planners due to the way we process time in ‘now’ or ‘not now’, and not great executors due to our executive functioning skills.

	Financial management can be difficult for us due to impulsivity and the way we process time, making it hard for us to forward plan.



I could go on.

This isn’t your invite to a pity party, but if we are to claim our ‘superpowers’ and talk about being naturally gifted entrepreneurs, we have to be realistic about the parts that are hard for us too and that hold back so many talented and creative people from realising their business dreams.

So, what’s going on? The ADHD connection

I don’t know how I made it through 13 years of business before my diagnosis. I lurched from one crisis to another, partly because I wasn’t compensating for my weaknesses and partly because I sabotaged any extended period of success (you know, just for a lil’ extra dopamine kick).

Of course, I didn’t know that at the time, so it was as frustrating for me as it was for those around me, and it led to many difficult conversations and disastrous corners to escape from – but I mostly coped. In fact, I thought that I was at my best when my back was against the wall. It turns out that I wasn’t, I just didn’t have a choice because I seemed to find myself there so often.

xviFar from being at my best, this way of doing business was actually causing long-term damage to my nervous system and mental health. I was surviving on the edge, abandoning my needs and putting everyone else in my business and life first – and I’m willing to bet many of you are doing exactly the same thing.

I have come to realise over the years that we ADHDers are excellent entrepreneurs: we can create the vision, have the ideas, get everyone excited and lead the charge. But when it comes to the business of business, we really aren’t that great.

And guess what … that’s ok, so long as we recognise it.

In their book Rocket Fuel, Gino Wickman and Mark C Winters talk about how the essential combination in any business partnership is the mix of a visionary and an integrator. They even say that the visionary will often display ‘ADHD traits’.3

Hearing this shortly after my diagnosis definitely shifted my whole mindset.

It finally helped me see that I wasn’t a rubbish neurotypical who needed help from people, I was a brilliant, visionary neurodivergent (ND) entrepreneur who hadn’t fully recognised the value I could bring. I always felt in the shadow of anyone who could do ‘business’ tasks like write a plan and follow it, or create a spreadsheet and fill it out every day. But I realised that my contribution was just as valid, if not more so. Without us, there is no business, no big picture to aim for, no disruption to the ‘old way’, and no innovation.

xviiAnd in case you’re thinking you can’t have ADHD and succeed because you don’t have a business partner – neither do I! The sense of empowerment for me came from realising my value and finally respecting the power of my brain. It allowed me to see that having the ideas, being creative and setting the vision is a whole role in and of itself. Go to any creative agency and they are the people paid the big bucks, revered by the whole agency – everyone else is just running round making it happen.

This isn’t about the need for two people. It’s about the need for you to recognise the power inside you and to start valuing yourself for the things you can do rather than judging yourself for the things you can’t.

There is a quote that has been attributed to Henry Ford (you know, the guy that invented cars), which goes, ‘If I listened to my customers, I would have invented a faster horse.’

I’m almost certain Ford never actually said this (but let’s not worry about it). The phrase is often brought up to provide a counterpoint to the value of customer feedback in product design, but to me it tells a story of innovation. At a time of minimal technology (around the 1890s), this guy created something that previously didn’t exist – where most people were perfectly happy with their horses, trotting around going about their daily business, he was dreaming up new ways to travel to the market.

Now, we are talking about more than 100 years before ADHD was even a diagnosable condition, so I’m not going to definitely say he had ADHD, but a quick Google search instantly reveals speculation from others4 linking his abstract thinking (which xviiiled to him creating faster production lines and to mass produce cars) to the fact he could well have been in our neurodivergent club. He also had an apparent lack of focus for anything that didn’t interest him … sound familiar?

It would be great to think that things had changed significantly since Ford’s time, but despite the noise in the media or the viral posts on LinkedIn highlighting the 1 per cent that are doing things differently, business really hasn’t changed much since the 1950s when we transitioned from the industrial model to the corporate model.

In the industrial age, everything was about hierarchy – the bosses gave the orders and the workers followed them. Success was based on efficiency, conformity and obedience and was measured strictly in output, with no value placed on creativity or wellbeing. This was a business model built on structure.

From the 1950s that began to change as the post-war boom materialised into consumer demand and people’s need for stability. Enter the corporate structure, as the 9–5 office job became the gold standard for a good life, where men left their picket-fenced houses to go to work and women stayed at home raising the children with the promise of a meal on the table as the father walked through the door.

This business model was built for him, and he was largely white, able bodied and – of course – neurotypical.

Around this time, the ground-breaking concept of ‘management science’ was introduced, with the core principle of breaking xixevery job into repeatable, measurable tasks and creating layers of managers to oversee productivity.

Fast forward 75 years and honestly, not much has changed when we look at the bones of how we do business. While processes and key performance indicators (KPIs) were revolutionary back then, nearly a century later they have become over-optimised, over-valued and just another obstacle for a neurodivergent brain in modern business.

To run a business with ADHD is to permanently compromise yourself. You are either:


	sourcing energy that you don’t have

	masking to present a persona that isn’t you

	digging deep to do a task that your brain is fighting against

	internalising anxiety about almost every aspect of your business that feels entirely out of your control

	or holding your breath and getting through the day until you get home and close the door behind you so you can finally exhale.



I don’t know about you, but if someone had sold the idea of running a business to me with those bullet points, I’m not sure that I would have jumped at the chance!

But rather than identifying the areas that are hardest for us, we are gaslit with traditional business advice that tells us:


	You just need to be consistent! (Could you please tell my underdeveloped prefrontal cortex that, because that guy hasn’t got a consistent neuron to his name.)

	xxOutsource! Delegate! (ok, wonderful, I’ll just use the energy I don’t have from trying to wear all the hats, to communicate what I know needs doing, but don’t know how to explain, to a stranger, shall I?)

	Dream big! (I do, that’s kind of the problem.)

	Cash is king! (Yes, it is also the area of business I am most terrified of and have convinced myself will land me in prison the most often.)

	Have you tried writing it down? (Yes, I have. I even bought a notebook specifically for that purpose. Then forgot what ‘it’ was.)



Well, the time for change is here and building a Brain First business is how we will do it. Because while every business needs to be clear on the destination, we can all choose to take a different route to get there.

My Brain First journey: Understanding and accepting my ADHD identity

I recently found some of my reports from school (I won’t linger on this too much as I know you could also write this next line) and they were all some version of:


Amanda shows great potential, if only she could focus/stop distracting others/concentrate in class/stop being the class clown.



Reading them was a surprisingly emotional experience. I really didn’t expect to cry – I have seen them a hundred times and could have told you what each one said without ever seeing xxithem again in my life – but on this occasion, reading them for the first time since my diagnosis in 2020, they hit different.

We all know that pre-diagnosis it felt like we were doing life in hard mode, and we were never quite sure why. In fact, there is a stat that says that by the time they are ten, neurodivergent children will have been exposed to 20,000 more negative messages than their neurotypical counterparts.5

TWENTY THOUSAND!

That equates to five more negative messages a day than your friend who doesn’t have a neurodevelopmental condition. And we wonder why we have a fragile sense of self and shattered self-esteem as adults.

And that is a modern statistic, based on kids who have been diagnosed and live in a time when there is more understanding around this stuff (I know, still not enough, but in comparison to when my generation were at school, we are talking light years ahead). Imagine the impact that had on our brain as we went about our day thinking we were just like everyone else.

Having worked with hundreds of neurodivergent adults, I have seen first hand the impact these formative years had on them and it breaks my heart … because it had the same impact on me. It’s what drives me to make a change to the way we do things, to open our eyes to the fact that business standards are neurotypical standards, and to address the lack of deeper understanding when it comes to advocating for ourselves in the business world. Because those neurotypical standards are what make this shit hard.

xxiiI write this book now as a mid-40s female entrepreneur, who has been in business for 18 years and in that time has experienced success and awards and praise and accolades and also failure and bankruptcy and heartache and trauma. And I’m 100 per cent sure that if I knew then what I know now, it would have been a very different story.

As it was, I started out in 2007 leaving my successful corporate job to follow the dream of owning a cupcake business. Even though I upped the challenge level by opening during a deep recession, over the next seven years we grew to seven shops and more than 100 staff.

By 2014, however, I was burnt out and the business was bankrupt. It was one of the most difficult times in my life (I’ll tell you more about it as the book goes on – it’s not just about sharing the highs). For the following few years I experimented with different business ideas. Some worked and some didn’t, but they led me to a new venture – this time offering marketing support to other businesses. Over the next five years, I took that from a freelance gig to a full agency with 40 staff.

I sold the agency in 2022, a decision influenced in no small part by my ADHD diagnosis in 2020.

It’s hard to describe the ADHD diagnosis journey to someone who hasn’t been through it. We usually associate the term ‘diagnosis’ with something bad, but with ADHD – certainly for me – it felt like the best news I had ever received in my life.

Ok, let me break that down a bit because that’s not strictly true. I remember walking out of my assessment feeling faint and xxiiidizzy. And as you will know if you have been through diagnosis or discovery, what followed was the grief/relief cycle for a good six months as I made peace with ‘what could have been’ and spent time with the flashing montage of my life playing back as I made sense of its key moments.

But ultimately, my diagnosis brought about a clarity that I just couldn’t ignore, and the more I understood my brain, the more I realised that rather than building a business, I had built a mental and physical prison.

The daily toll on my brain was too much to take. I was in permanent sensory overload from people and noise, and my brain was drained from over-extending my executive function capabilities every day for the past 13 years.

Because that’s the thing about being neurodivergent: once you know, you can’t ignore it.

It took me 18 months to finally admit to myself that things were not working for me and to make the change that I so desperately needed. Selling my agency definitely wasn’t the easy option – there were a ton of moving parts to consider, including clients, team members and other commitments, but I knew that if I didn’t make the change, it would be too late, and my health was too big a price to pay. I could finally see, with crystal-clear vision, exactly how I wanted my business to look, feel and run, and for the first time I knew I could make it happen because I was finally operating from a place of awareness. And that felt so good.

This started a process of reshaping my professional life so that it worked for me and not the other way round – effectively xxivthe beginning of the ‘Brain First’ thinking you’re going to hear so much about here. Since then, I’ve concentrated on helping other ADHD entrepreneurs understand what they need to thrive and how they can go about achieving their goals (without losing themselves in the process).

Your Brain First business: The basics

I have often said I wouldn’t change the past because it’s led me to where I am today, which makes for a great line on a podcast or in the press, but there is so much nuance to that.

Do I have regrets? Actually, yeah, I do. I regret a lot of things I have done, and I deeply regret the fact that I didn’t know I had ADHD and so couldn’t understand myself better and accommodate for my needs.

Would I change the past? I would definitely change parts of it. I’d change the bits where I neglected myself and damaged my mental health to prove … something, to … someone. I’d change the bits where I hurt others because I didn’t understand that I was dysregulated and so couldn’t moderate my emotions or behaviours.

Am I also proud of who I am today? Yes. I can finally say I am.

The mindset shift gifted to me by Wickman and Winters led me on the path to creating a business that not just values my brain but puts it at the centre of every decision and opportunity that comes my way.

xxvI call this a Brain First business.

I want this book to help you create a business that values your brain and puts your brain at the centre of everything you do. I want you to understand that business doesn’t have to look one way – you can create your business, in your vision, and achieve your truest dreams, without compromising your sanity in the process.

Business standards are neurotypical standards, so if you are an ADHD entrepreneur battling against the tide, then this book is the permission slip you need to create your business your way.

The Brain First method will encourage you to reconsider everything you know about business. It will invite you to rebuild yours from the ground up, putting your brain before your customers, clients or stakeholders. Think that sounds selfish? It’s actually the least selfish thing you can do and I can’t wait to show you why.

This book will help you reframe what success means to you, how you choose to go about achieving it and how to enjoy the journey along the way. No cookie-cutter recipe, just a much-needed reset and new approach to business that will help you see how achievable your goals really are.

The Brain First method: the pathway to your Brain First success

Ok, are you ready? Let’s get into this.

xxviAs much as this book isn’t business-by-numbers (for many reasons, partly because having ADHD means we hate being told what to do!), there is a method and a framework for you to follow as you build your Brain First business. This method has been distilled from my years of business coaching (with both neurotypical and neurodivergent clients) and from working with hundreds of ADHD business owners to help them get out of the burnout-by-bullying cycle.

You know that cycle! It’s the one where we start a business by grabbing hold of a creative spark that hits us at 3 am and just won’t leave. We jump in with both feet and LOVE what we do, but slowly, over time, and as we start to feel like more of a business, we absorb the messaging around us – about how we ‘should’ be doing things, how ‘they’ do things and what will happen if we don’t do things that way (spoiler alert: it ain’t pretty!).

And so we start getting tough with ourselves. It starts off fairly mildly (as most bullying does), but before long we are calling ourselves names so awful that we didn’t even hear them in the playground. We start to feel the pressure.

Long gone is the gut instinct we used to trust so confidently, and no matter how much we try to tune in, all we hear is that voice inside mocking us for thinking we have the answers and telling us that business isn’t done by gut, it’s done by spreadsheets and KPIs.

Well, if we’re going to continue on this journey together then I need you to promise me one thing: I’m not going to ask you to break up with the bully just yet – I know it’s going to take more xxviithan a few pages of a book to break that special bond – but I am going to ask you to start noticing when they speak up and recognising that it’s not your voice … and it’s lying to you.

You AREN’T useless.

You DO know what you’re doing.

You HAVEN’T just ‘fluked’ it.

And you DO deserve success.

Instead, this is the point when I need you to really process that business standards are neurotypical standards and as long as we continue to bully ourselves into working to them (or try to look to the rest of the world as though we are), we will continue on the burnout-by-bullying cycle and will never find our true, soul-satisfying, full-life living, money-making, joyous business.

You know, the one you dreamt of when you started? Let’s create THAT version!

The method

This won’t be the last time you hear me say this in this book, but it’s really important to remember that ADHD isn’t a personality type and if you have met one person with ADHD, you have literally met one person with ADHD.

I have worked with enough ADHD business owners to know that my version of a Brain First business would be their idea of xxviiihell, and vice versa. Working with ADHD is a personal journey because, as with most neurodivergent conditions, symptoms and traits show up in each of us as a spectrum. You might be dialled up on the inattentive side and struggle with conceptualising time, whereas someone else may struggle more with demand avoidance and how to focus their energy.

This is all to say that this isn’t a ‘one size fits all’ roadmap but a path to follow that will give each of you a completely different result, based on your unique brain – so although you will be reading the same book, you will all land on completely different Brain First plans and businesses.

In each chapter in the ‘Your Brain First business’ section
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