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Introduction

In 1994, we wrote Driven to Distraction, a book that introduced to the general public a syndrome that most people hadn’t heard of or knew little about: attention deficit disorder, ADD for short. Since we both have ADD, we were able to describe it from the inside out, validating for readers the symptoms and describing what it feels like to live with them. Since we are also both psychiatrists who work in this field, over the years and based on the available information and research, we have—­between us—­written seven books about assessing and diagnosing this condition and about parenting, being married to, and treating people who live with it.

Now, at this writing—­more than twenty-­five years after that first joint effort—­things are quite different in many ways. Not only have most people heard of ADD, but almost everyone knows someone (if not themselves) who struggles with it: a schoolmate, a co-­worker, a spouse. Teachers and school administrators are ever on the lookout for it, since a child with undiagnosed (or mismanaged) ADD can disrupt even the smallest of classrooms while failing to fulfill his or her own potential. The term is also now often used with semi-­destigmatized lightness: “I’m so ADD” is a catchall explanation for scatterbrained, forgetful, or erratic behavior in ourselves and others, diagnosis or not.

Another change: The abbreviation ADD has been updated to ADHD, adding the word “hyperactivity” to the mix in order to reflect a more accurate description of the highs and lows of the lived experience. We use this more modern—­and more official—­shorthand throughout this book.

However ubiquitous the term, one thing remains very much and frustratingly the same: Most people, even now, don’t understand the power, magnitude, and complexity of this condition. Nor do they know the tremendous advances in understanding and treatment that have been made in recent years. They know only caricatures and sound bites of incorrect or incomplete information. These misconceptions damage millions of people, preventing them from seeking help or, if they do look for help, from finding the right kind. In the world of ADHD, ignorance remains public enemy number one.

For instance, many think it’s a child’s condition, and one they’ll grow out of. In fact, even if someone is diagnosed as a child, we now know that people don’t grow out of it—­it is as much an issue for adults. The people who seem to grow out of it actually learned to compensate so well that they appear not to have it. We also know that ADHD can crop up for the first time in adulthood. This often happens when the demands of life exceed the person’s ability to deal with them. Classic examples are when a woman has her first baby or when a student starts medical school. In both instances the organizational demands of daily life skyrocket and the person shows the symptoms of ADHD that he or she had been able to compensate for in the past. It is then that ADHD can and should be diagnosed. Indeed, adult-­onset ADHD is a recognized condition in the big book of psychiatric disorders, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-­5).

Others believe that ADHD is largely a drug company fabrication designed to serve and validate the latest pharmaceutical product. It’s not, though surely over the years snake oil salesmen have contributed to a misunderstanding of how and why some medications ­really do work.

Still others—­even less charitably—­think ADHD is a fancy term for laziness and that people who “have it” need some good old-­fashioned discipline! In fact, “laziness” is a word about as far from accurate as it could be. The mind of someone with ADHD is in fact constantly at work. Our productivity may not always show it, but this is not because of a lack of intent or energy!

The overarching mistake too many people make about ADHD is to think of this mountain of a condition as a molehill of a problem for a rare few. Big mistake.

First of all, it’s not rare. It occurs in at least 5 percent of the population, though we believe that that number is much higher because there are people who seem to be doing well in life (but who could be doing so much better) who do not get diagnosed. The relative paucity of professionals who know how to diagnose ADHD also skews the numbers. And because of our lightning-­fast access to information and the rapid-­fire nature of incoming stimuli—­images, sounds, and data everywhere—­it’s also probable that all of us are indeed “a little ADHD” nowadays: more scatterbrained, forgetful, and unfocused than ever before. We actually have a new term to describe this modern erraticism, and we will get to that in chapter 1.

Ignorance regarding ADHD costs lives. Literally. ADHD can be a scourge, an unremitting, lifelong ordeal, the reason a brilliant person never finds success but rather limps through life in frustration, shame, and failure, amid catcalls to try harder, get with the program, grow up, or in some other way reform. It can lead to suicide, addictions of all kinds, felonious acts (the prisons are full of people with undiagnosed ADHD), dangerously violent behavior, and a shorter life.

The psychologist Russell Barkley, one of the top authorities in the field, sums up the danger in stark statistics:

Compared to other killers from a public health standpoint, ADHD is bad. Smoking, for example, reduces life expectancy by 2.4 years, and if you smoke more than 20 cigarettes a day you’re down about 6.5 years. For diabetes and obesity it’s a couple of years. For elevated blood cholesterol, it’s 9 months. ADHD is worse than the top 5 killers in the U.S. combined.

Having ADHD costs a person nearly thirteen years of life, on average. Barkley adds,

And that’s on top of all the findings of a greater risk for accidental injury and suicide. . . . About two-­thirds of people with ADHD have a life expectancy reduced by up to 21 years.

Knowing what we now know about ADHD and based on the most recent research, we can categorically and confidently say this: It does not have to be this way! It’s time to bring true “2.0 thinking” to the fore.

For starters, medication ­really can help. As Dr. Barkley himself went on to say,

ADHD is the most treatable disorder in psychiatry, bar none. We have more medications with . . . larger effect sizes, greater response rates, and more delivery systems that change people’s lives more than any other disorder. They’re some of the safest medications in psychiatry.

Beyond the medicine cabinet (or in combination with it), we now also know there is an arsenal of behavioral and lifestyle strategies you or someone you care about can use to manage ADHD—­from the calming and focusing power of exercise to several ways to harness the lively, ever-­active imagination of someone with ADHD and assessments for “finding the right kind of difficult,” the work or activity that is best suited to a mind that needs to be active.

As clinicians ourselves, we have seen each of these strategies work for and change the lives of our patients, some of whom we describe in these pages (with pseudonyms to protect privacy). Through the incredible advances in brain scan technology and the avid interest of many neuropsychiatric researchers, we also have an increasingly clear picture of why these strategies work; chapters 2 and 3 delve into that fascinating explanation to give you a baseline understanding of the ADHD brain, informing all the rest.

But before we get to the what-­to-­do portion of our program, it’s important to go back to a word we used above: power. Yes, ADHD is a powerful force of pain and needless suffering in too many lives. But if mastered, it brings out talents you can neither teach nor buy. It is often the lifeblood of creativity and artistic talents. It is a driver of ingenuity and iterative thinking. It can be your special strength or your child’s, even a bona fide superpower. If you ­really understand it and make it your own, ADHD can become the springboard to success beyond what you ever imagined and can be the key that unlocks your potential. As we’ve said, we see this in our practices every day.

We often explain ADHD to children using a very simple analogy that certainly resonates with adults, too: A person with ADHD has the power of a Ferrari engine but with bicycle-­strength brakes. It’s the mismatch of engine power to braking capability that causes the problems. Strengthening one’s brakes is the name of the game.

In short, ADHD can be a uniquely powerful asset, a gift, if managed with understanding. The operative phrase here, of course, is “with understanding.” Depending on whether we understand ADHD, we can feel bad or good about the ways in which having it makes us feel and act differently from others. One of the chief reasons for writing this book is to help you, or someone you care about, be one of the people who is different and feels darn good about it. If you know who you are, it becomes easier to like who you are. “Knowledge is power” has never been a more apt cliché. Join us on the journey through the very latest understanding of this mercurial condition. 
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CHAPTER 1

A Spectrum of Traits

Who are we, the people who have ADHD?

We are the problem kid who drives his parents crazy by being totally disorganized, unable to follow through on anything, incapable of cleaning up a room, or washing dishes, or performing just about any assigned task; the one who is forever interrupting, making excuses for work not done, and generally functioning far below potential in most areas. We are the kid who gets daily lectures on how we’re squandering our talent, wasting the golden opportunity that our innate ability gives us to do well, and failing to make good use of all that our parents have provided.

We are also sometimes the talented executive who keeps falling short due to missed deadlines, forgotten obligations, social faux pas, and blown opportunities. Too often we are the addicts, the misfits, the unemployed, and the criminals who are just one diagnosis and treatment plan away from turning it all around. We are the people Marlon Brando spoke for in the classic 1954 film On the Waterfront when he said, “I coulda been a contender.” So many of us coulda been contenders, and shoulda been for sure.

But then, we can also make good. Can we ever! We are the seemingly tuned-­out meeting participant who comes out of nowhere to provide the fresh idea that saves the day. Frequently, we are the “underachieving” child whose talent blooms with the right kind of help and finds incredible success after a checkered educational record. We are the contenders and the winners.

We are also imaginative and dynamic teachers, preachers, circus clowns, and stand-­up comics, Navy SEALs or Army Rangers, inventors, tinkerers, and trend setters. Among us there are self-­made millionaires and billionaires; Pulitzer and Nobel prize winners; Academy, Tony, Emmy, and Grammy award winners; topflight trial attorneys, brain surgeons, traders on the commodities exchange, and investment bankers. And we are often entrepreneurs. We are entrepreneurs ourselves, and the great majority of the adult patients we see for ADHD are or aspire to be entrepreneurs too. The owner and operator of an entrepreneurial support company called Strategic Coach, a man named Dan Sullivan (who also has ADHD!), estimates that at least 50 percent of his clients have ADHD as well.

Because people with ADHD don’t look any different from everyone else, our condition is invisible. But if you were to climb up into our heads, you’d discover quite a different landscape. You’d find ideas firing around like kernels in a popcorn machine: ideas coming rat-­a-­tat fast, and on no discernable schedule. Ideas coming in spontaneous, erratic bursts. And because we can’t turn this particular popcorn machine off, we are often unable to stop the idea generation at night; our minds never seem to rest.

Indeed, our minds are here and there and everywhere—­all at once—­which sometimes manifests as appearing to be somewhere else, in some dreamy state. And that means we often miss the proverbial (or literal!) boat. But then maybe we build an airplane or grab a pogo stick instead. We tune out in the middle of a job interview and don’t get the job, but perhaps we see a poster hanging in the human resources waiting room that sparks a new idea that leads us to a patented invention. We offend people by forgetting names and promises, but we make good by understanding what nobody else has picked up on. We shoot ourselves in the foot, only, on the spot, to devise a painless method to remove the bullet. The great mathematician Alan Turing summed us up when he said, “Sometimes it is the people no one can imagine anything of who do the things no one can imagine.” That sums us up perfectly.

Which is to say that ADHD is a far richer, more complicated, paradoxical, dangerous, but also potentially advantageous state of being than the oversimplified version most of the general public takes it to be or than even the detailed diagnostic criteria would have you believe. “ADHD” is a term that describes a way of being in the world. It is neither entirely a disorder nor entirely an asset. It is an array of traits specific to a unique kind of mind. It can become a distinct advantage or an abiding curse, depending on how a person manages it.

THE LUNATIC, THE LOVER, AND THE POET

As different as ADHD can be from person to person, there are several qualities that seem nearly universal to people with it. Distractibility, impulsivity, and hyperactivity are the classic descriptors, but they find what we think are richer and more apt counterparts in Shakespeare’s musing about “the lunatic, the lover, and the poet.”

Having ADHD doesn’t mean you’re crazy, so admittedly “lunatic” may be too strong a word. But risk taking and irrational thinking go hand in hand with ADHD behavior. We like irrational. We’re at home in uncertainty. We’re at ease where others are anxious. We’re relaxed not knowing where we are or what direction we’re headed in. A common lament we hear from parents of teens with ADHD makes the point: “What was he thinking? He must have lost his mind!” Likewise the spouse who asks us, “Why does he keep doing the same stupid thing over and over again? Isn’t that the definition of insanity?”

Some people call this being a nonconformist, but that term misses the point. We don’t choose not to conform. We don’t even notice what the standard we’re not conforming to is!

People with ADHD are lovers in the sense that they tend to have unbridled optimism. We never met a deal we didn’t like, an opportunity we didn’t want to pursue, a chance we didn’t want to take. We get carried away. We see limitless possibilities where others see just the limits. The lover has trouble holding back, and not holding back is a major part of what it means to have ADHD.

Being a poet might best be defined with another trio of descriptors: creative, dreamy, and sometimes brooding.

“Creativity,” as we use the term in connection with ADHD, designates an innate ability, desire, and irrepressible urge to plunge one’s imagination regularly and deeply into life—­into a project, an idea, a piece of music, a sandcastle. Indeed, people with ADHD feel an abiding need—­an omnipresent itch—­to create something. It’s with us all the time, this unnamed appetite, whether we understand what it is or not; the act of creation offers the magnet’s north pole to our south and clicks us together. It captivates us, plants us in the present, and sets us transfixed within the creative act, whatever it might happen to be.

Even awake we’re dreaming, always creating, always searching for some mud pie to turn into pumpkin apple chiffon. Our imagination fuels our curiosity to find out what that noise was, or what was under the rock, or why the petri dish looks different from when we left it. If we weren’t so dreamy and curious we could stay on track and never get distracted. But we do investigate the noise, the soil, the petri dish. This is why the word “deficit” in the name of our condition is such a misnomer. In fact, we do not suffer from a deficit of attention. Just the opposite. We’ve got











































	USEFUL
	PROBLEMATIC





	Passionate; zealous; idealistic; will sacrifice everything for a cause or a friend
	Can become rigid in the service of a cause; can become fanatical, strident, irrational; Captain Ahab syndrome



	Meticulous at times, especially on projects that matter a great deal
	Usually disorganized, even chaotically so; chaos can rule to such an extent that school, job, marriage hang in balance



	Can get a lot done in a short amount of time
	Fundamentally different sense of time; there is only NOW and NOT NOW in this world, so procrastination rules, and things rarely get done on time



	An appreciation of the offbeat, unusual, unconventional
	An inability or refusal to conform or get in line when doing so is obviously in his or her best interest



	Dreamer par excellence; visionary; lives on wings of imagination, flights of fancy
	Sometimes so bored by reality that he or she ignores it and gets into trouble for having done so



	Honest to a fault; will say what others don’t dare to say; outspoken; blunt
	Can hurt feelings and damage self; can unwittingly be cruel, which is last thing he or she wants to be



	Intense desire to be free and independent, own boss; master of own fate
	Trouble working on teams; trouble taking orders; trouble with intimacy in private life



	Naturally creative; ideas pop all the time like in a popcorn machine
	Trouble organizing all the ideas and doing something productive with them



	Naturally curious; always wanting to know who, what, where, why, and how; never satisfied until he or she gets the answer
	Easily distracted by novelty or any puzzle, conundrum, unsolved problem, or beguiling opportunity, however irrelevant it may be



	Enormously energetic; seemingly indefatigable
	Impulsive; can’t sit still or linger over a conversation or ponder an idea with a colleague or a relative 



	Mind like a steel trap; can remember details from years ago
	Forgets what he or she went into the next room to get; forgets where he or she put car keys; forgets wallet, glasses, umbrella; leaves groceries on roof of car and drives off



	Full of ideas
	So many ideas they choke the growth of any single one



	Decisive; can make an important, complex decision in a split second
	Impatient; hates to wrestle with ambiguity; shoots from the hip



	Initial surge of excitement over new plan, deal, idea, project, relationship
	Excitement peters out in the middle phase; trouble sustaining interest



	Takes responsibility; gets done what needs to get done
	Trouble delegating, trusting that others can do it as well as he or she can



	Tenacious; never gives up; will literally collapse before quitting
	Stubborn; would rather fail doing it his or her way than succeed taking advice from someone else; can spend a lifetime trying to get good at what he or she’s bad at



	Can act on the spur of the moment
	Procrastination can be a huge problem



	Original; sees solutions others do not; comes up with novel ideas
	Can seem whacky, eccentric, even crazy; can put people off by being too offbeat and arrogant



	Confident; self-­assured
	Insecure; despite confident exterior feels success was all done by smoke and mirrors



	Extremely hardworking
	Driven; compulsive; can’t let up; maniacal



	Lightning-quick mind
	Trouble shutting mind down; risk of developing addictions to quiet mind down



	Risk ­taker; focuses and performs best in situations of crisis and danger
	Needs danger in order to feel engaged with life and truly alive



	Sees the big picture before anyone else
	Trouble with implementation and sweating the details



	Generous; big­hearted; willing to give with no expectation of return
	Can give away the store



	Funny; the life of the party; can connect with everyone
	Secretly lonely; feels no one ­really knows him



	Innovator
	Can’t/won’t follow instructions



	Pays close attention when interested
	Easily distracted; mind wanders when not interested; frequently on electronic devices and difficult to engage



	Supremely talented in several domains
	Seriously limited in several domains



	A life enthusiast; wants to try everything; can’t ever get enough
	Overcommitted; about to snap



	Strong leader; charismatic
	Hates the position of leader; worries he or she will let everyone down; unaware of his or her own charisma



	Thrives in highly stimulating situations
	Finds contentment too bland and so can disrupt ordinary happiness in order to create high stimulation



	Loves debate, conflict, sparring
	Intimacy can be difficult unless partner likes these as well
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