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Chapter 1: An Introduction to ADHD
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Dylan Rosen’s story is not a happy one. He did well in elementary and middle school but found himself struggling when he reached high school. Dylan writes about how he drifted apart from his old friends and found it impossible to make new ones: “I viewed myself as a loner, a recluse. My confidence was slipping, and I had begun to experience the awful taste of depression” (Rosen & Pera, 2018).

Unfortunately, Dylan was not diagnosed with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in childhood. The condition was not well-known when he was a child, and his parents did not understand. He struggled with his report card and worried about how his parents would respond: “Cs were not good enough, even if I tried my best... My dad failed to see that I was trying... I felt shame and also felt like I was a disappointment” (Rosen & Pera, 2018). 

Dylan’s academic and home problems had a powerful effect on his self-esteem. He writes that “I felt worthless and alone at the age of 15. I would cry a lot because I was not good enough” (Rosen & Pera, 2018). His problems extended into community college, which he was unable to complete. By this point, he was severely depressed and anxious. Dylan couldn’t hold down a job. He had married, but the marriage broke apart after three years.

Eventually, Dylan was diagnosed with ADHD by his therapist, who was treating him for his anxiety. The diagnosis came as a relief to Dylan, “like a traveling and parched nomad, finally finding a well in a barren desert” (Rosen & Pera, 2018). Since those years, his life has improved. He has gone back to college and gotten his degree. Yet the damage done by years of undiagnosed ADHD is still very painful: “I am an example of how doing your very best with what you have been given is still not good enough... I am constantly compensating for insecurities” (Rosen & Pera, 2018).

Not all ADHD stories are like this. This book aims to give practical advice and tips that might have helped Dylan with his struggles. The good news is that understanding ADHD is becoming increasingly common in our society. Though there remains some stigma and plenty of misperceptions, the old opines that ADHD “isn’t real,” or that medication should solve everything are becoming a thing of the ignorant past. Additionally, as ADHD becomes better known by the public, psychologists continue to learn more about the condition and how to manage its symptoms. Medication is just one half of the story: Research is constantly undertaken into other ways of managing ADHD symptoms, and how some people with ADHD can harness their neurodivergent brains in productive and positive ways. 
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Understanding the Nature of ADHD
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But what is ADHD? If you’ve picked up this book, you probably have some preconceptions about it already. The stereotypical picture of an individual with ADHD is a ten-year-old boy fidgeting in class, unable to stop talking, and generally being disruptive. However, this does not reflect the broad class of people affected by ADHD. The American Psychiatric Association (n.d.) estimates that 8.4% of children and 2.5% of adults are affected by ADHD, whilst the National Institute of Mental Health (n.d.) notes that the condition is probably underdiagnosed, especially in girls and adults. As the stereotype for ADHD symptoms is disruptive behavior, it is less apparent in adults who are mature and have learned to curb disruptive behavior in the workplace and at home. Furthermore, many symptoms of ADHD overlap with the symptoms of other psychological disorders, further threatening to mask the condition and frustrate a diagnosis.

There are three types of ADHD: Predominantly inattentive type, predominantly hyperactive/impulsive type, and combined type. Combined type ADHD is the most common form of ADHD and includes symptoms of both predominantly inattentive type and predominantly hyperactive/impulsive type. 

Meanwhile, predominantly inattentive type ADHD has symptoms related to—you guessed it—inattentiveness. This might present as difficulty remembering details about uninteresting subjects, excessive daydreaming, hyperfocus, and/or not looking at someone when they are talking to you. By comparison, predominantly hyperactive/impulsive type ADHD involves fidgeting, restlessness, excessive talking, interrupting, and risk-taking. The DSM-5 (2022), the modern diagnosis handbook used by psychologists today, provides more detail:

	Symptoms of Inattentive Type

	Symptoms of Hyperactive/Impulsive Type


	Often fails to pay close attention to details or makes careless mistakes at work or with other activities.

	Often fidgets with hands or feet, or squirms when sitting.


	Often has difficulty holding attention when performing tasks.

	Often leaves their seat in situations where that is not expected.


	Often doesn’t seem to be listening when directly spoken to.

	Often runs about where it is not appropriate to do so.


	Often does not follow through on projects or instructions.

	Often unable to participate in leisure activities quietly.


	Often has difficulty organizing projects, tasks, and activities.

	Is often driven as if “by a motor.”


	Often avoids or dislikes tasks that require sustained, mental effort.

	Often talks excessively.


	Often loses items that are necessary for certain tasks, like keys, eyeglasses, and so on.

	Often blurts out an answer to a question before the question is completed.


	Is often very distractible.

	Often has difficulty waiting their turn.


	Is often very forgetful in daily activities.

	Often interrupts or intrudes on others who are busy with other activities.



The DSM-5 prescribes that a positive diagnosis of ADHD requires six symptoms from the table above when each symptom has been present for at least six months. If all the symptoms are symptoms of inattentive type, the diagnosis is inattentive type ADHD (the outdated term “ADD” referred to this type of ADHD). If all the symptoms are symptoms of hyperactivity/impulsive type, the diagnosis is hyperactive/impulsive type ADHD. If the symptoms are spread across the two columns, the diagnosis is combined type ADHD. Women with ADHD are more likely than men with ADHD to be diagnosed with inattentive type, whilst men with ADHD are more likely to be diagnosed with combined or hyperactive/impulsive type.
At present day, it is not possible to diagnose ADHD on the basis of a brain scan. Psychological clinicians will form a diagnosis by talking to you about your symptoms. They will assess whether your symptoms are persistent enough to meet the DSM-5 criteria and whether some symptoms were present in childhood as well.

ADHD is a behavioral condition, though this designator is becoming controversial. Some researchers now believe that it is a cognitive condition: More about how our brains are physically structured than our psychology. In Chapter 7, we will discuss this issue in more detail, but for now, it’s worth knowing that ADHD is associated with lower levels of norepinephrine and dopamine. These are neurotransmitters, which means they are part of the process by which the brain sends signals to different parts of the brain and the body. This is a difference in brain chemistry. Additionally, there is good evidence to suggest differences in the ADHD brain when it comes to structure and function. Research finds that the amygdala and hippocampus–regions associated with emotional processing and impulsivity–are smaller in the brains of people with ADHD (Hoogman et al., 2017). Furthermore, there is evidence from modern imaging techniques that the ADHD brain has decreased brain activity in areas that control executive functions (Kim et al., 2010). The executive functions include planning, organizing, directing attention, memory, and emotional reactions. The ADHD brain is different, suggesting that the condition is cognitive rather than behavioral.

It can be tough living with a condition that affects your executive functions because it is harder to plan and organize your time. However, just because ADHD may be a cognitive rather than behavioral disorder, this doesn’t mean that its symptoms cannot be managed with behavioral techniques. This book will outline strategies for boosting your executive functions, such as keeping a schedule, and little tips like where to put your keys and wallet. Especially in Chapter 6, we will see that impairment of executive functions can be managed and overcome. 

What else is there to say about what ADHD is? Importantly, ADHD is considered a developmental disorder. This means that a positive diagnosis depends on at least some of your present symptoms also being presented in childhood. If you have ADHD, you may look back at your childhood and be able to recontextualize your behaviors as symptoms of ADHD. Did you struggle to pay attention in class? Were you talkative or restless? Were you always daydreaming? Many adults describe relief when they finally get their ADHD diagnosis in adulthood because it allows them to make sense of what’s been happening to them their entire life.
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Comparing Children With ADHD to Adults with ADHD
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As noted, when most people think of ADHD, they tend to think about overt, hyperactive symptoms. A young boy in class may fidget or blurt out what they are thinking. However, this does not reflect how adults (or young girls) will typically present symptoms of ADHD. Adult men with ADHD are less likely to start running about a room because we have learned and internalized that this is disruptive behavior in most settings. If you have not been diagnosed as a child, an adult with ADHD may have instinctively put in place methods of managing their symptoms that further mask a diagnosis. 

For example, a common sign of ADHD in adult men is visiting the bathroom at work more often than most. Men with ADHD don’t do this because their condition causes them to need the toilet more: Instead, they do it so they can stretch their legs and alleviate some of their restlessness. This is a symptom of hyperactiveness, but it is less obvious than a young boy running around a classroom or climbing up onto his desk. These men have learned to deal with their hyperactiveness in a way that causes minimal disruption to anyone else.

Here’s another example of a hyperactive/impulsive symptom: Difficulty waiting your turn. This symptom gets to the feeling of impatience, which can be a core component of ADHD. However, adults know that it is antisocial and disruptive to cut in line or to take your turn in a board game out of order. As such, many adults with ADHD repress this behavior. But impatience comes out in different ways. Men with ADHD often demonstrate irritability and mood swings and might have a quick temper. They are less able to deal with stress and frustration because they are less patient as a result of their ADHD (Adamis et al., 2022). Furthermore, because male aggression is sometimes tolerated in society–seen as a fundamental facet of maleness–men can exhibit these symptoms and not realize that they are symptoms of ADHD. Orlov (2022) notes that “fewer men [than women] with ADHD see their anger and rage as a problem.”

Adult men with ADHD have been living with the condition their entire life. This means that—even if they don’t realize they have ADHD–men have put in place coping methods and strategies for managing their symptoms. This can result in behaviors that further mask ADHD symptoms, exacerbated by gender differences (whether these differences are the result of biological sex or societal gender norms). Orlov (2022) notes that research “suggests that men have greater difficulty recovering from conflict than women do.” After a conflict, a man’s blood pressure remains elevated for longer. Why is this relevant to ADHD? Because ADHD can often cause conflict, and elevated blood pressure is physically uncomfortable. Men with ADHD have gone through their lives getting into misunderstandings and conflicts because of the symptoms of their ADHD, and they have learned that this makes them feel physically uncomfortable. In response, many men with ADHD use avoidance behavior to avoid conflict, such as trying to lie their way out of trouble or being emotionally distant in a relationship. This can badly affect relationships, and also mask symptoms of ADHD: By being emotionally distant, we hide our frustrations and impatience from others. In Chapter 5, we will think more about the pressures that ADHD can put on your relationships and social interactions and look at some strategies for meeting these difficulties directly.
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Looking After Yourself
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In Chapter 3, we will talk more about symptoms of ADHD in adults, and how to recognize the condition in yourself and others. For now, it is important to recognize that ADHD is a multifaceted condition that does not correspond to many people’s preconceptions. Though this book will touch on how ADHD is typically experienced by a wide range of people, it focuses on the experience of adult men. We will consider strategies for identifying bad habits—such as avoidance behaviors we have just discussed—that you may have instinctively put in place to deal with undiagnosed ADHD. These bad habits are perfectly understandable and demonstrate self-awareness and self-reliance. Unfortunately, though, they are not always healthy and productive. In addition to tackling these bad habits, we’ll also consider handy tips and strategies for managing symptoms of ADHD: Such as methods to organize your space, deal with clutter, and manage your time effectively. 

We will also discuss some of the dangers associated with ADHD, especially for adult men. Some of these are direct dangers related to symptoms of ADHD. For example, though impulsivity can sometimes be a positive and life-affirming instinct, sometimes it can get you into trouble or lead you into danger. The website NeuroHealth (n.d.) notes that a common sign of ADHD in adults is speeding, which of course brings physical danger to yourself and others. However, other risks associated with ADHD are comorbidities. A comorbid condition of ADHD is a condition that you are more likely to have if you have ADHD. Unfortunately, a host of psychological disorders are comorbid with ADHD, the most common being bipolar disorder, cyclothymia (mild mood swings relating to energy level), depression, anxiety, and self-harm. In Chapter 4, we will discuss this topic in more detail, and discuss how some conditions might actually be caused by ADHD. For example, many men base their self-worth on their job performance, whether rightly or wrongly. Given that the symptoms of ADHD can result in problems at work, it follows that ADHD can create situations that negatively affect your self-esteem. This can lead to depression. Tragically, research in Sweden has found that people with ADHD are ten times as likely to commit suicide as individuals who do not have ADHD (0.2%, against 0.02%) (Phillips, 2018). 

However, you should not be fearful. By picking up this book, you have already shown a willingness to tackle your or a loved one’s ADHD head-on. By managing your symptoms, you can directly improve your life and live productively and happily. In Chapter 4, we will even discuss how ADHD, when properly managed, can be your personal superpower. If you can learn to harness your hyperfocus and hyperactiveness into productive ends, you will find yourself capable of feats of productivity that will amaze others. Moreover, by embracing intrusive thoughts in the right contexts, you can make the most of your innate creativity and unique problem-solving skills. 

Furthermore, you needn’t feel alone. In Chapter 2, we’ll discuss in more detail what it feels like
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