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NEURODIVERSITY & MENTAL HEALTH

ADHD Support Guide

Understanding ADHD through a strengths-based, social work lens — because your brain is not broken, it is
different.

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is a neurodevelopmental condition that affects how the brain regulates
attention, impulse control, and executive function. It is not a character flaw, a lack of effort, or a failure of willpower. ADHD
is a difference in brain wiring — one that comes with real challenges and, when understood and supported, with genuine
strengths.

From a social work perspective, we look beyond diagnosis to understand the whole person — their environment,
relationships, history, and the systems around them. ADHD does not exist in isolation. It is shaped by family dynamics,
school experiences, workplace demands, cultural context, and access to support. This guide is designed to help you
understand your ADHD, build practical skills, and advocate for yourself in the systems you navigate every day.

"ADHD is not a problem of knowing what to do. It is a problem of doing what you know."

— Dr. Russell Barkley, ADHD Researcher

WHAT ADHD ACTUALLY IS
Three Presentations

Predominantly Inattentive

Difficulty sustaining focus, following
through on tasks, organizing, and
remembering details. Often missed or
diagnosed late, especially in women
and girls.

Predominantly
Hyperactive-Impulsive

Difficulty sitting still, waiting, thinking
before acting, and regulating physical
energy. More visible and often
diagnosed earlier.

Combined Presentation

Features of both inattentive and
hyperactive-impulsive types. The most
common presentation in adults.

WHAT ADHD IS NOT

Common Myths

* A sign of low intelligence or laziness
» Something you can "just try harder" to fix
* Only a childhood condition — it persists into adulthood

» The same experience for every person

The Reality

e Caused by bad parenting or poor discipline

« Just about being hyper or distracted
¢ A reason to lower expectations for yourself

e Something to be ashamed of or hidden

A Note on Late Diagnosis

Many adults — especially women, people of color, and those with high IQs — are diagnosed with ADHD later in life. Years of
masking, compensating, and being told "you're not trying hard enough" can leave deep marks. If this is you: your struggles

were real. The diagnosis is not an excuse — it is an explanation, and a starting point.
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THE ADHD BRAIN

Understanding Executive Function

Executive function is the brain's management system — and in ADHD, it works differently.

Executive function refers to a set of mental skills that help you plan, focus, remember instructions, and manage multiple
tasks. Think of it as the CEO of your brain. In ADHD, this system is under-regulated — not absent, but inconsistent. This
explains why someone with ADHD can hyperfocus on something interesting for hours, yet struggle to start a routine task

they know how to do.

Working Memory

Holding information in mind while using it. Forgetting what
you walked into a room for, losing track of conversations, or
missing steps mid-task.

Cognitive Flexibility

Shifting between tasks or ideas. Difficulty transitioning,
getting "stuck," or struggling when plans change
unexpectedly.

Inhibition
Pausing before acting or speaking. Blurting things out, acting
impulsively, or difficulty waiting your turn.

Task Initiation
Starting tasks — especially boring or overwhelming ones.
The gap between knowing what to do and actually starting it.

Planning & Organization
Breaking tasks into steps and sequencing them. Projects feel
like one giant wall rather than a series of steps.

Emotional Regulation

Managing emotional responses. Feelings can be intense,
fast, and hard to shift — especially frustration and rejection
sensitivity.

Time Perception

Sensing time passing accurately. The ADHD brain often
experiences only "now" and "not now," making deadlines feel
abstract until they're urgent.

Self-Monitoring

Tracking your own behavior and its impact. Difficulty noticing
when you've gone off track or how you're coming across to
others.

Why "Just Try Harder" Does Not Work

ADHD is not a motivation problem — it is a neurological regulation problem. The ADHD brain has lower levels of dopamine
and norepinephrine, the neurotransmitters that drive focus, motivation, and follow-through. Willpower alone cannot
compensate for a neurochemical difference. This is why structure, external supports, and sometimes medication are not

crutches — they are tools that level the playing field.

Sage & Sol Therapy LLC | Natalie Ellis, DSW, LCSW-QS | sagesoltherapy.com | natalie@sagesoltherapy.com




SAGE & SOL THERAPY

Natalie Ellis, DSW, LCSW-QS | sagesoltherapy.com

ADHD & EMOTIONS

Emotional Regulation and Rejection Sensitivity

One of the most overlooked — and most painful — aspects of ADHD.

ADHD is not just about attention and hyperactivity. For many people, the emotional experience of ADHD is the most
disabling part. Emotions in ADHD tend to arrive fast, feel intense, and take longer to settle. This is not immaturity or

over-sensitivity — it is a neurological difference in how the brain processes and regulates emotional arousal.

"People with ADHD don't have a problem with knowing what emotions are appropriate. They have a
problem with managing the intensity of their emotions."

— Dr. William Dodson, ADHD Specialist

REJECTION SENSITIVE DYSPHORIA (RSD)

RSD is an intense emotional response — often described as a sudden wave of shame, hurt, or rage — triggered by

perceived or actual criticism, rejection, teasing, or failure. It is extremely common in ADHD and often goes unrecognized.

Sudden Emotional Flooding
An overwhelming wave of hurt, shame, or anger that feels out
of proportion to the situation.

Anticipatory Avoidance

Avoiding situations where rejection or failure is possible —
holding back in relationships, not applying for jobs, not
sharing creative work.

People-Pleasing
Working extremely hard to be liked and avoid any criticism,
often at personal cost.

Misread Neutral Cues
Interpreting a neutral tone, silence, or delayed response as
rejection or disapproval.

EMOTIONAL REGULATION STRATEGIES

Name It to Tame It

Label the emotion out loud or in writing. "I'm feeling rejected
right now." Naming activates the prefrontal cortex and
reduces amygdala reactivity.

Create a Pause

Build in a delay before responding — even 90 seconds. The
emotional wave will begin to subside. Text instead of call.
Draft before sending.

Body-Based Regulation

Cold water on the face, slow breathing, movement, or
grounding exercises can interrupt the physiological stress
response.

Reality Testing

Ask: "Is this a fact or a feeling?" "What's the most likely
explanation for this?" "What would | tell a friend in this
situation?"

Repair Quickly
When emotional flooding leads to a reaction you regret,
repair early. A short, genuine apology goes a long way.

Reduce Shame Spirals

ADHD + RSD often leads to shame spirals after mistakes.
Practice self-compassion: "This is hard. I'm doing my best. |
can try again."
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LIVING WITH ADHD

Practical Strategies That Actually Work

Working with your brain, not against it.

The most effective ADHD strategies are not about forcing yourself to work like a neurotypical brain. They are about
designing your environment and routines to support how your brain actually works — reducing friction, creating external

structure, and making the invisible visible.

TASK INITIATION & FOLLOW-THROUGH

The 2-Minute Rule
If a task takes less than 2 minutes, do it now. This prevents
small tasks from piling up and becoming overwhelming.

Body Doubling

Work alongside another person — in person or virtually. The
social presence activates the ADHD brain's engagement
system.

Temptation Bundling
Pair a task you avoid with something you enjoy. Only listen to
your favorite podcast while doing admin work.

Time Blocking
Schedule specific tasks in specific time slots. Treat them like
appointments you cannot cancel.

The 5-Minute Start
Commit to just 5 minutes on a dreaded task. Starting is the
hardest part — momentum usually carries you forward.

Visual Timers
Use a physical or visual timer (like a Time Timer) to make
time tangible. The ADHD brain struggles to feel time passing.

ORGANIZATION & MEMORY

Externalize Everything

Your brain is not a reliable storage system for ADHD. Write it
down, set a reminder, use a calendar — every time, without
exception.

One Inbox

Have one place where everything lands — one notebook,
one app, one tray. Reduce the number of systems you have
to maintain.

End-of-Day Reset

Spend 5 minutes at the end of each day clearing your space
and reviewing tomorrow's priorities. This prevents morning
chaos.

Visible Reminders

Put important items where you will see them. Out of sight is
out of mind for the ADHD brain. Use sticky notes,
whiteboards, open shelves.

MANAGING HYPERFOCUS

Hyperfocus — the ability to lock in intensely on something interesting — is one of ADHD's superpowers. But it can also
cause you to lose track of time, miss obligations, and neglect basic needs. Use alarms and external cues to interrupt
hyperfocus. Schedule hyperfocus time deliberately for creative or deep work. Build transition warnings: "I'll stop in 15
minutes."

The goal is not to eliminate ADHD traits — it is to build a life where your brain can thrive. Structure is not a cage.
It is a scaffold.
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ADHD IN CONTEXT

Relationships, Work, and Self-Advocacy

ADHD does not happen in a vacuum — it shapes and is shaped by every system around you.

ADHD IN RELATIONSHIPS

ADHD can create real friction in relationships — not because of bad intentions, but because of patterns like forgetting
important things, interrupting, emotional flooding, or inconsistency. Understanding these patterns — and communicating
about them openly — is the foundation of healthy ADHD relationships.

What Helps What to Watch For

* Communicate your ADHD openly with trusted people ¢ Avoid using ADHD as an excuse — it is an
explanation, not a pass

* Ask for what you need: written reminders, patience * Build in check-ins rather than waiting for resentment to
with transitions build
* Repair quickly after emotional flooding « Celebrate what you bring: creativity, passion,

spontaneity

» Recognize when your partner is carrying extra load » Seek couples therapy if ADHD patterns are creating
and name it chronic conflict

ADHD AT WORK

Request Accommodations Communicate Proactively

In the US, ADHD qualifies for workplace accommodations Let your manager know early if you're struggling with a task
under the ADA. You may be entitled to a quieter workspace, or deadline. Proactive communication builds trust; silence
flexible deadlines, written instructions, or additional followed by a missed deadline erodes it.

check-ins.

Design Your Environment Know Your Peak Hours

Noise-canceling headphones, a clean desk, working from Most people with ADHD have a window of peak focus —
home when possible, or blocking focus time on your calendar often mid-morning or late evening. Protect that time for your
can significantly reduce ADHD friction. most demanding work.

SELF-ADVOCACY: KNOWING YOUR RIGHTS

Self-advocacy means understanding your needs, communicating them clearly, and knowing what support you are entitled
to. From a social work perspective, this includes understanding the systems around you and how to navigate them
effectively.

Get Documented

A formal ADHD diagnosis from a licensed professional is the foundation for accessing accommodations at school, work,
and in healthcare.

Know Your Rights

In educational settings, ADHD may qualify for a 504 Plan or IEP. In workplaces, the ADA protects employees with ADHD
from discrimination and entitles them to reasonable accommodations.
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Build Your Team

personal life. You do not have to manage this alone.

Challenge Internalized Stigma

A good support team may include a therapist, psychiatrist or prescriber, ADHD coach, and trusted people in your

4 Years of being told you're lazy, careless, or "not living up to your potential" leave marks. Therapy can help you separate

who you are from the narrative others placed on you.

THE STRENGTHS-BASED VIEW

What ADHD Brings to the Table

A social work lens always begins with strengths.

ADHD is most often discussed in terms of deficits — what is hard, what is missing, what needs to be fixed. But a
strengths-based perspective recognizes that the same neurology that creates challenges also generates remarkable
qualities. These are not consolation prizes. They are real, documented, and worth naming.

Creativity

The ADHD brain makes unusual connections, thinks outside
conventional frameworks, and generates ideas rapidly. Many
artists, entrepreneurs, and innovators have ADHD.

Hyperfocus

When engaged, the ADHD brain can sustain extraordinary
depth of focus and productivity — often outperforming
neurotypical peers on tasks that genuinely interest them.

Resilience

Years of navigating a world not designed for your brain builds
grit, adaptability, and problem-solving skills that are genuinely
hard-won.

Empathy

Many people with ADHD — especially those with RSD —
develop a heightened sensitivity to others' emotions and a
deep capacity for compassion.

Energy & Passion

The ADHD drive, when channeled, is infectious. People with
ADHD often bring enthusiasm, urgency, and aliveness to the
things they care about.

Crisis Performance

Under pressure, the ADHD brain often activates in ways that
surprise even the person themselves. Deadlines,
emergencies, and high-stakes moments can unlock focus
that feels impossible in routine tasks.

"The ADHD brain is not defective. It is a different operating system — one that needs different conditions
to run at its best."

— Edward Hallowell, MD — ADHD Author & Psychiatrist

A NOTE FROM A SOCIAL WORK PERSPECTIVE

Social work looks at the whole person within their environment. ADHD is not just a brain condition — it is shaped by family,
culture, access to resources, and the messages you have received about yourself. You deserve support that sees all of
you — not just your symptoms, but your story, your strengths, and your goals.

If you are ready to explore how therapy can support your ADHD journey, reach out to Sage & Sol Therapy. You
do not have to figure this out alone.
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