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Prologue

Thanks for picking up this book. We really hope you like it and feel that you know more about ADHD in adults after reading it. More importantly, we hope this book makes you feel less alone – or less different – if you have (or suspect you have) ADHD.

We are very fortunate to be part of a huge and supportive network of adults with ADHD. Before we tell you more about ADHD, we want to explain how we got here.

We are probably best known for a podcast called ‘The ADHD Adults’, which we release weekly with the inimitable Mrs AuDHD. Our podcast tries to make sense of all the ADHD science and evidence, comparing it with our lived experiences, and deals with a lot of the stigma, myths and misunderstandings out there on the internet. We have also founded a small charity called ADHDadultUK, which is designed for anyone with an interest in the success and support of adults with ADHD.

As well as working together on the podcast and charity, we have been scientists and friends for a long time. To explain our partnership and why we aim to support the ADHD community with evidence and compassion, we thought it might be useful to tell our own stories first.


James’s story

My journey to get a diagnosis of ADHD wasn’t particularly typical, if there is such a thing. If I look back long enough, I can remember at some point in the early 1980s, living in rural Shropshire, the family doctor said to my mum, ‘Don’t worry, Mrs Brown, he’s hyperactive, but he’ll grow out of it.’ This was clearly not true – the ‘he’ll grow out of it’ part, that is.

As a child, I was very overly hyperactive, and this has never really gone away. To this day, I can’t sit still when I make a phone call, and whenever I visit my mum, I stand and walk around while I talk to her.

I felt different for most of my life. I always felt like I was ‘other’, especially as a child and teenager. My people-pleasing meant I was often in trouble, getting suspended – and in some cases, even arrested. These things happened because I desperately wanted to appear to be like my friends.

Looking back, I don’t think I had the right friends. I was an intelligent child – I had a reading age of twelve when I was seven years old ... In fact, I probably still have a reading age of twelve now, at the ripe age of forty-nine. But most of my school reports stated that I needed to focus more, that I wasn’t using my abilities, and that if I ‘knuckled down’ I could be a success. Obviously I did none of these things, and I now realise that this is because I had undiagnosed ADHD. I also now realise that my self-loathing comes from this time, when I felt alone and different to everyone around me.

The intelligence I had didn’t translate into academic performance. Despite studying hard to achieve a PhD and becoming a professor, my grades at school were average and at the time not good enough for university. I initially decided to become a nurse. I was terrible at the job and (looking back now) fortunately broke my spine before I could complete my nursing qualification, which led me to do a degree in biomedical science.

I was always fascinated by biology, and the only book I regularly read as a child was an illustrated encyclopaedia on health and disease. This meant I could tell you what a keloid scar was when I was seven (oddly, this didn’t win me friends). This love of biology was the reason I managed to study it to a high level; I found it rewarding to learn more about the human body.

When I was awarded my PhD and became a researcher, I wasn’t good at the things most researchers need to be good at, such as actually doing experiments and writing funding applications or scientific papers. Most researchers have one area of speciality, but I had six or seven as I kept jumping from subject to subject as each ‘shiny thing’ interested me. In a way, it led me to this book.

One day, I had a random phone call from the BBC asking if I would fill in for a scientist who had dropped out of a television programme called The Truth About Fat. As the filming didn’t go terribly, it was followed by programme after programme, and I soon became a happy science communicator, as opposed to an unhappy scientist.

Around this time, and unexpectedly, my concept of who I was, and why I was different, changed. This story may not be completely true, but the day that Alex was diagnosed with ADHD, he phoned me up and said something like, ‘I’ve just been diagnosed with ADHD and you’re way more ADHD than I am!’

At the time, I had just been promoted to senior lecturer in biomedical science and was teaching neurophysiology to students. I am embarrassed to say that I didn’t know adults could have ADHD. Like many people, I thought ADHD was just something schoolboys had and that they grew out of it to some degree. After Alex and I had a good chat, I immediately went online and filled in the Adult ADHD self-report scale (ASRS). The response I received suggested very strongly that I had the symptoms of ADHD. I did nothing with this information for several years, and even helped a colleague to get his own diagnosis after telling him that it was likely he had ADHD, before doing anything for myself. In a way, this sums me up: help others – don’t help yourself.

There are two main reasons why I didn’t pursue a diagnosis. Firstly, I thought I was doing ‘well in life’. I had just been promoted, which is often how we measure success. I was a trustee of the world’s oldest ageing research organisation and held multiple senior roles within my university. To me, this meant my life was going well. With the power of hindsight, I was struggling though. My mental health was poor, I had little life outside of work, my relationship with Mrs AuDHD (my long-suffering wife) was at times strained, and I was fundamentally unhappy.

The second reason that I didn’t consider pursuing an assessment for ADHD was because I was medication hesitant. This may sound ridiculous, but although I have incredibly low self-esteem, to the point of hating myself most of the time, I was worried that taking medication for ADHD would ‘change me’. Reading this back, it sounds as absurd as it is.

For me, everything changed during the second national lockdown during the COVID-19 pandemic. Because all university teaching moved online, and all lectures had to be rewritten, rebranded and delivered virtually via a computer in my home office, I ended up working seven days a week, ten hours a day, and worked myself into burnout.

For three months, Alex, Mrs AuDHD and my lovely colleague Eric (who I had suggested should get a diagnosis) repeatedly told me that I needed to get a diagnosis myself and that I was struggling. All I could think of was doing my job, making sure I kept the students and my employer happy, and not stopping until the work was done. At the end of this teaching term, on the very first day that I wasn’t working, I collapsed. I was emotionally and physically empty.

I now know that this is burnout, and once the adrenaline that had kept me going for three months had gone, I had nothing left in the tank. This put me into a mental health crisis, which culminated in me sitting on the sofa on Christmas Day staring at the wall thinking about how much I no longer wanted to exist. It was a turning point. In the new year, I started to investigate how to get an ADHD assessment. As I was already aware that the waiting list was extraordinarily long, I decided to pursue a private assessment, with financial support from my mum.

On 2 February 2021, I was diagnosed with ADHD. Of all the events that have happened in my life, including birthdays, graduations and even my wedding day, this date is probably the most crucial in my life so far. It changed everything.

It enabled me to see all the events that had occurred in my life through a different lens, changing how I viewed my past. Where I had once blamed myself for being ‘lazy’, ‘unreliable’ or ‘useless’, I now understood that there was a reason why these things happened. It also helped me and Mrs AuDHD to look at the issues we had as a couple and to understand that there was a reason why we had them. Finally, it gave me a future.

Two months prior, I didn’t see a future for myself. I didn’t want a future for myself. I wanted the world to open a James-sized hole and swallow me up. Now I could see that there was a future for me.

Since my diagnosis, and since co-founding the charity ADHDadultUK as well as The ADHD Adults Podcast, my life has purpose. Knowing what I now know about ADHD, after spending pretty much every day learning everything I can about the biology, psychology and neurophysiology of ADHD, and reflecting on my own experiences, I am now able to help other people who have ADHD. When I was diagnosed, that help wasn’t available to me.

After my diagnosis, Alex and I chatted and we agreed that there was extraordinarily little out there to help people with ADHD understand themselves, explain ADHD to their partners or colleagues at work, and learn to manage their symptoms beyond very bland and generalised advice. We also agreed that we were going to change this.

I hope that if I am still here in a few years’ time that I can look back at that diagnosis, at the way in which it changed not just my life in general, but my career, and that hopefully the work I’ve done alongside Alex, Mrs AuDHD and others, including this book, has helped people with ADHD. To me, that means everything I have been through – the struggles, the substance abuse issues, the mental health crises, and everything else I struggled with – has been worth it. Even if I have helped just one person, it will all have been worth it.



Alex’s story

I was diagnosed with ADHD in my thirties. Later, when I asked my mum if it was obvious with hindsight, she first said no. But then she thought for a minute and said, ‘Well, we knew something wasn’t right.’ This is one of my favourite quotes.

I am one of those people who can be accurately described as ‘living with supported, treated and managed ADHD’. I am still a hot mess but it is my mess. I don’t think there is a lot in my story that will be completely unfamiliar to people diagnosed as an adult. I wasn’t naughty at school (or I wasn’t caught) and this put me under the radar. I wasn’t shouting or breaking things, and I wasn’t rocking any boats either. Instead, I was sad.

Almost every single second of high school felt like a slow and laborious torture of boredom. I was ‘fidgety’ and ‘distracted’. I could never figure out how everyone knew that we had to have our sports clothes or bring a textbook or do homework. It all seemed baffling to me – and my God, was I bored (apart from drama or those incredibly rare moments when we would do an activity in class). I really didn’t realise that other people were not actively, cripplingly tortured with feelings of boredom. I assumed everyone felt like that and I was just weak. ‘It’s just willpower,’ I would say to myself. ‘A character flaw.’ I always knew I was different. But then everyone says that, don’t they?

Growing up, my family was (and still is) very ‘high energy’. Please note that I would NEVER diagnose other people without their explicit permission. What I am saying is that my family would often use the phrase ‘but everyone is like that’ for behaviours that (I now realise) are extremely connected with ADHD.

Many of my ADHD symptoms, from hyperactivity to boredom and general ‘wildness’, were quite normal in my family. I knew it was unusual, but looking back I just assumed that we as a family were the normal ones and most people were a bit dull. I grew up in an ADHD-friendly family, and one of the greatest compliments I can give to my parents and my brothers is that I felt safe at home. I still feel safe with them. Despite their many, MANY personal failings. I had to add that last bit or they would think I was ill.

Away from home was a different story. Even from a very early age, I knew something was wrong with me. I knew I was clever because people tell you that when you are five years old. But I struggled (and still struggle) with some of the basic elements of life, such as sitting still or paying attention. I
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