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FOREWORD

When autism and ADHD occur together, they are described in clinical terms as comorbidity. The term is precise, but it is also insufficient. It tells us that two diagnoses coexist, yet it does not capture the lived interplay between them. In recent years, the concept of AuDHD has emerged as a way of describing this complexity. Not as a new formal diagnosis, but as an experience-based concept that reflects the dual dynamics many recognise: the search for structure alongside impulsivity, sensitivity together with restlessness, a need for predictability combined with a longing for movement. It is not either/or. It is both/and. This book gives language to precisely that.

Marianne Norbye de Paoli writes with a clear intention to bring visibility to experiences that many women have lived with for decades without recognising themselves in traditional descriptions of autism or ADHD. Historically, our diagnostic frameworks have largely been shaped around male presentations, and this has had consequences. Many women have therefore developed extensive strategies to adapt, compensate and mask, often without fully understanding why, and often at the cost of significant exhaustion. When autism and ADHD intersect in a woman’s life, the result is not simply the sum of two profiles. Rather, a distinct field of tension emerges. It may hold creativity, intensity and analytical clarity, but also inner conflict, self-reproach and a persistent sense of not quite belonging. To understand this interplay, we need to move beyond categories and attend to lived lives.

In clinical practice, it often becomes clear how difficult it can be to recognise this dual dynamic when only one explanatory lens is applied at a time. Many individuals have spent years trying to understand themselves through either autism or ADHD, without their overall experience fully making sense. It is often only when both perspectives are considered together that a more coherent understanding begins to take shape. This is precisely why books like this matter. They remind us that complexity does not necessarily need to be reduced but can instead be understood as an interplay.

This is not a book of definitive answers. It is a space for reflection. It invites the reader to recognise, explore and deepen their understanding. It speaks to women who may have found language for their experiences later in life, to relatives seeking greater understanding, and to professionals in need of a more nuanced perspective. AuDHD is not intended to replace clinical precision, but to complement it, grounded in lived experience. When we take these experiences seriously, we expand our understanding of neurodivergence as part of human diversity, not as deviation but as variation. This book offers just that: a language, a mirror and an opening.

Enjoy the book.

Kaj Schrøder Hansen

Chartered Psychologist

About Kaj Schrøder Hansen

Kaj Schrøder Hansen is a Chartered Psychologist with more than 25 years of experience in psychiatry and clinical practice. He currently runs a private practice, where he works with the assessment of autism and ADHD in adults, as well as psychological counselling relating to both neurodivergence and broader life and wellbeing challenges. He has written about AuDHD and dual diagnosis in professional contexts.

“We are always learning as human beings,

and the more we understand ourselves and each other,

the less we judge”

- Marianne Norbye de Paoli




INTRODUCTION

AuDHD: Understanding Autism and ADHD in Women’s Lives is written to give language to something that can be difficult to recognise and even harder to explain. The book is about women who are not always reflected in traditional understandings of autism or ADHD, and who have spent much of their lives adapting or striving to be understood and accepted. For some, this becomes clear through a later diagnosis. For others, it exists as an underlying sense of being different, without fully understanding why, or without being met with understanding by others.

The book’s focus on women reflects the fact that their experiences of autism and ADHD have historically been less visible and less well described, both in research and in practice. It is my hope that this book can contribute to a more nuanced understanding of what it means to live as a woman with a neurodivergent mind in a world that is often designed for the majority. At the same time, I hope it can help open up new conversations and perspectives around neurodivergence.

Although the book centres on autism and ADHD, it extends beyond the diagnoses themselves. At its core, it is also about identity and about the ongoing work of shaping a life on one’s own terms. It gives voice to experiences of exhaustion, misunderstanding and the feeling of being on the outside, while also pointing towards what can begin to shift when one starts to view oneself and one’s life contexts through a broader lens.

Some readers may live with only one of the diagnoses while recognising aspects of the other, while others may identify with the described challenges, patterns and strategies without necessarily having received a formal assessment. This sense of familiarity is linked both to the significant overlap between profiles and to the shared life experiences many women have, regardless of diagnosis, or whether they have yet found language for their experiences.

Because many of these experiences overlap, it is important to clarify how autism, ADHD and AuDHD are understood within this book. Autism and ADHD are distinct neurodevelopmental conditions with their own characteristics and diagnostic criteria. Throughout this book, the term AuDHD is used to describe the lived experience that can emerge when both are present in the same person. AuDHD is not a formal diagnosis, but an experience-based term that acknowledges the interaction between autistic and ADHD traits and the unique challenges and strengths that may arise from that interaction.

To the Reader

You do not need to recognise yourself in everything to find something that makes sense. The book brings together many perspectives, and no single chapter can capture the whole picture. It is therefore not intended as a set of final answers, but as a space for reflection, where some parts may resonate directly, while others may feel more distant. Read with openness and curiosity, and allow what makes sense to you to come forward, while letting other parts pass.

Although the book is written for women, this does not mean it can only be read by women. Men and non-binary individuals with autism and ADHD may also see aspects of their own experiences reflected in much of what is described, particularly if they have experienced not fitting into traditional expectations of how these diagnoses are supposed to present.

You may also be reading not for your own sake, but because you know, love or work with someone who is neurodivergent. If so, your understanding matters, as it can help make your everyday life and relationships easier to be in.

Finally, the book is also written for professionals who, in their work, meet women with autism and ADHD. A nuanced understanding of lived experience, internal adjustments, and the strategies that develop over time can contribute to more precise support, better collaboration and approaches that consider both challenges and strengths.

The book is thus intended as a place to find connection and understanding and as an opportunity to see yourself or another from a different perspective. Whether you are neurodivergent yourself, a relative, or a professional, it is my hope that this book will offer insight, a shared language, and a more nuanced understanding of neurodivergence as a natural variation in how people experience and engage with the world.

The Personal Perspective

I write this book as a professional, but also as someone who has been diagnosed later in life with both ADHD and what was previously referred to as Asperger syndrome, now included within the broader classification of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).

I experience being neurodivergent as a strength in my professional work, as lived experience from within gives me a particular sensitivity to nuances and signals that might otherwise be overlooked in understanding neurodivergence. It also allows me to meet my clients with empathy and a deeper level of understanding. Not because I have all the answers, but because I am familiar with the complexity and know how small adjustments can make a meaningful difference in practice.

This combination of professional knowledge and personal experience allows me to channel my deep interest in psychology and mental health into meaningful work with people, which is a privilege I value every single day. It is with the same curiosity and respect for human diversity that this book has been written.

The book has taken shape through many conversations and with the support of people who have followed the process along the way. Looking back, however, there is one person in particular I wish to highlight, and that is my husband, René. He has been my anchor, both as a professional sparring partner and as a patient companion by my side in life with AuDHD. Without him, this book would not have taken the form it has.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Marianne Norbye de Paoli holds an M.Sc. in Psychology and an M.Sc. in Human Resource Management. She works with wellbeing, mental health and neurodivergence, with a particular focus on individual consultations, family guidance, supervision and teaching within autism and ADHD.

She is herself neurodivergent, which brings an experience-based understanding to her professional work and to the themes she engages with. Through her company, NORBYE, which has been established since 2014, she collaborates with schools, supported living services and autism centres, and delivers talks on the role of relatives and life with diagnoses.

In addition, she works with workplace coaching, focusing on creating supportive conditions for wellbeing in professional settings, whether one is a leader or an employee, neurodivergent or not.

She is deeply committed to building bridges between knowledge and lived experience, between the professional and the personal. Her work is driven by a wish to offer a more nuanced language for understanding ourselves and one another.




ABOUT THIS BOOK

This book is based on an interplay between professional knowledge and experience-based insights, including narratives and perspectives from women with autism and ADHD. The individual accounts are anonymised and composite in nature, drawing on recurring themes and shared experiences across different life trajectories.

The aim of the book is not to present a single, definitive way of being a woman with autism and ADHD, but to highlight experiences and perspectives that many may recognise, even though life paths and circumstances vary. Each woman’s story is shaped through an interplay of personal traits, life stages and relational contexts, and will therefore always be unique.

The book does not take a psychiatric or medical perspective as its primary starting point and cannot replace professional assessment, treatment or guidance. Any inaccuracies or limitations remain the responsibility of the author.

Key Concepts

To establish a shared point of reference, the central concepts underpinning the book are outlined below. The explanations draw on health and clinical perspectives but are presented with a focus on insight and recognition rather than diagnostic precision.

Autism (Autism Spectrum Disorder, ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition that affects social understanding, communication and the processing of sensory information. It may present through differences in social reciprocity, non-verbal and implicit communication, a heightened need for predictability and structure, and variations in sensory processing. As a result, sensory experiences can feel more intense, diminished or overwhelming.

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterised by differences in attention, impulse control and activity regulation. It may present through difficulties with concentration, restlessness and impulsivity, as well as challenges in initiating, planning, organising and completing tasks. At the same time, focus may become highly sustained when an activity is of strong personal interest. The presentation and intensity of these characteristics often vary depending on demands, structure and environment.

Neurodivergence is an umbrella term for neurological variation, where the way the brain functions differs from neurotypical patterns. Emerging from neurodiversity perspectives, the concept emphasises that differences in cognition, attention, sensory processing and regulation are a natural part of human variation.

In this book, the terms neurodivergence and neurodivergent are used to refer to individuals with autism, ADHD, or both. These terms reflect ways of perceiving, thinking and engaging with the world that differ from neurotypical expectations.

AuDHD is a term rather than a formal diagnosis, used to describe the co-occurrence of autistic and ADHD related traits within the same individual.

The Structure of the Book

The book is organised as a journey, beginning before any potential assessment and before experiences are given language. It moves through both inner and outer processes, offering a portrayal of life with AuDHD.

Part 1, The Journey Through AuDHD, follows the acronym AuDHD, with each letter opening up a central theme in the neurodivergent experience. Throughout the chapters, professional knowledge and reflection are interwoven, offering insight into experiences that may emerge in women with autism and ADHD. The chapters can be read as a continuous narrative or individually, as explorations of different aspects of life with AuDHD.

Each chapter concludes with suggestions for coping strategies, not intended as fixed solutions, but as points of orientation. They are designed to inspire the reader to find their own ways towards greater calm, balance and strength in everyday life, in the interplay between both challenges and strengths.

Chapter 1, A for Alone and Different, explores the experience of standing at the edge of belonging. Not necessarily in a physical sense, but in the way one experiences, thinks and exists in the world. The chapter reflects on early experiences of not quite fitting in and on the loneliness that can arise when recognition and understanding are absent.

Chapter 2, U for Unease and Exhaustion, focuses on the underlying inner unease and the ongoing pressure that can easily be mistaken for stress, yet often runs deeper. It explores experiences of autistic burnout and the difficulties that arise when neither the individual nor their surroundings have language for what is happening internally.

Chapter 3, D for Diagnosis, turns towards assessment and diagnosis as a process that can reshape both self-understanding and personal narrative. The chapter describes the many reactions that may arise when a new explanatory framework emerges, and how both past and present may come into question and be reconsidered.

Chapter 4, H for Hope and Wholeness, describes a process in which understanding of oneself gradually takes shape, and where experiences that once felt separate begin to connect. Over time, a sense of hope may emerge, oriented towards a life lived more in alignment with one’s own conditions.

Chapter 5, D for Difference Dismissed moves into the encounter with the outside world. The chapter focuses on perceptions, comments and expectations, and on the tension between a newly formed inner understanding and an external world that does not always accommodate neurodivergence.

Part 2, Special Themes and Perspectives, builds on the understanding that life with autism and ADHD cannot be fully captured within an acronym. This part therefore includes additional chapters that explore key themes in greater depth and offer a broader perspective on women’s lives with neurodivergence.

Chapter 6, Life as a Woman with AuDHD, explores how hormonal changes across different life stages can affect energy and regulation in women with autism and ADHD. It highlights how periods such as menstruation, puberty, pregnancy and menopause often bring shifting needs and call for new ways of understanding oneself and one’s boundaries.

Chapter 7, Masking, describes the strategies some women adopt early in life to participate socially and navigate expectations. The chapter explores how these adaptations can take many different forms, and how over time they may lead to both exhaustion and an increasing distance from oneself and one’s own needs.

Chapter 8, Living with a Dual System, focuses on the interplay between autism and ADHD and the tension that may arise when they pull in different directions, balance one another or amplify each other. It gives language to how this dual dynamic can shape everyday experience and navigation.

Chapter 9, Reflections of Everyday Life, brings together the central themes of the book through narratives drawn from daily life. Through these accounts, life with AuDHD becomes visible and offers space for both recognition and reflection.

Chapter 10, Coping, Strengths and Resources, focuses on how coping in a life with AuDHD is less about pushing oneself and more about creating everyday conditions where strain is reduced and strengths and resources are given space to unfold.




PART 1

THE JOURNEY THROUGH

AuDHD

"Some journeys lead us to new places.

Others lead us home to ourselves"

- Marianne Norbye de Paoli
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