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If you have ADHD, your emotions probably do not arrive quietly. They show up loud, fast, and fully formed, as if someone turned the volume dial on your inner life all the way up and then snapped the knob off. A small inconvenience lands like a catastrophe. A bit of mild feedback feels like an attack. A flash of excitement carries you off before you have decided whether you wanted to go.

For a long time, the world treated this as a flaw in your character. The reactive child got called dramatic. The adult who teared up in a meeting got called too sensitive. The person who snapped at a colleague got called difficult. None of those labels were accurate, and none of them helped. They named a behavior without explaining it, and they left the person on the receiving end feeling broken.

Two decades of research now tell a different story. Emotional dysregulation is not a moral failing, a discipline problem, or a sign that you have not tried hard enough. It is a predictable feature of how the ADHD brain is built and how it grows up. By some estimates, as many as seven in ten people with ADHD struggle to regulate their emotions. That is not a footnote to the condition. It is a central part of it that, for years, got treated as an afterthought.

This book rests on one liberating idea. If the difficulty is biological, then scolding yourself harder was never going to work. What works is understanding what your brain is actually doing, and then building systems around it. Nobody tells a person who needs glasses to squint harder. They get the glasses. The same logic applies here, and most of this book is about applying it.

We will move through three things. First, the brain science: why ADHD and emotional dysregulation travel together, which parts of the brain are involved, the developmental delay that sets the stage, and the executive function gaps that make feelings so hard to process. Second, the triggers that pour fuel on the fire, from rejection sensitivity to sleep, hunger, and sensory overload. Third, and most important, a set of practical, tested strategies built for a brain that does not respond to willpower alone.

One note on how to read this. There is a lot here, and if you try to swallow it whole and apply all of it at once, you will end up applying none of it. That is not pessimism. It is simply how this particular brain works. So read with a pencil. Watch for the one idea that lands hardest, and mark it. When you reach the end, pick a single thing to work on for a few weeks. One change, built into a real system, will outlast ten changes you meant to make and forgot by Thursday.

You are not broken. Your brain runs differently from a typical brain, and that difference carries real costs and real gifts. The aim of this book is not to turn you into someone neurotypical. The aim is to help you feel what you feel without being swept off your feet by it, and to build a life that runs with your wiring instead of fighting it.

CHAPTER 1
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To understand why emotions hit so hard with ADHD, start inside the skull, where two structures are constantly negotiating over how you respond to the world.

The Braking System and the Alarm

Just behind your forehead sits the prefrontal cortex, the braking system of the brain. It is the part that lets you pause, weigh a situation, think about consequences, and choose a response instead of blurting one out. When someone says something that stings, the prefrontal cortex is what buys you the breath before you answer. It is slow, deliberate, and tires easily, but it is the seat of everything we mean by self-control.

Deeper in sits the amygdala, the brain’s alarm. Its job is speed, not accuracy. It scans constantly for threat, and the moment it catches something that feels unfair, frightening, or rejecting, it fires. It does not wait for the prefrontal cortex to confirm whether the threat is real. It floods the system with feeling and sorts out the details later.

In a neurotypical brain, these two run in rough balance. The alarm sounds, and the brakes step in fast enough to soften the response. In the ADHD brain, the balance tips. The prefrontal cortex tends to run underpowered during stressful or emotional moments, which is precisely when you need it most. The amygdala, meanwhile, runs hot. It trips more easily and stays lit longer.

What that feels like from the inside is simple enough. The emotional part of the brain gets there first. The feeling slams the gas pedal before the brakes even register a problem.

Short Emotional Latency

Researchers have a name for this: short emotional latency. Latency is just the gap between a trigger and a reaction, and in ADHD that gap is unusually narrow. You feel something and you react almost at once, often before a single conscious thought has formed.

That speed costs you twice. Because the reaction comes so fast, the brain rarely catches itself overreacting or notices that it might be reading the situation wrong. There is no pause to step into. And once the emotional event is rolling, calming back down is much harder. The reaction does not only arrive fast, it lingers and it spreads. A spark becomes a fire while you are still looking for the extinguisher.

If you have ever been three sentences into a heated reply, heard a small voice in the back of your head say you should probably stop talking, and kept talking anyway, you know short emotional latency from the inside. The observer is real. It just shows up late.

The Chemistry Underneath

Two brain chemicals deepen the picture. Dopamine, among its other jobs, underwrites patience and the ability to wait for a reward. Dopamine signaling tends to run low in ADHD, which is part of why waiting, boredom, and delayed payoff feel genuinely hard rather than merely tedious.

Norepinephrine, which governs alertness and arousal, tends to swing between too much and too little. That instability produces a state many people with ADHD know in their bones: tired and wired at the same time. Exhausted but unable to settle. Drained but buzzing. The sense that your inner weather can flip without warning has its roots in this chemical seesaw.

Putting It Together

Here is the whole picture in a single frame. The manager, the prefrontal cortex, runs underpowered in the moments it is needed most. The alarm, the amygdala, runs overpowered and is slow to shut off. The chemistry that should smooth the ride between them is unstable. Feelings flood in fast, stay long, and arrive before thought can get a word in.

That is not a portrait of a flawed person. It is a portrait of a particular machine running a particular way. And once you can see the machine clearly, you can start to work with it. That is what the rest of this book is for.
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d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE VOLUME

Understanding and Managing Emotional Dysregulation with ADHD

C

/ )
ST \

ADRIENNE HOLLOWAY





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





