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For Raphie and Leo,

the loves of my life –

I would give you the world if I could.

This book is my offering to your future.
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Introduction

Being diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD, later in life can feel like an abrupt awakening – as though your life has been forever changed. Some things may suddenly start to make sense, such as all those times you’ve been criticized for always being late, or prone to fly off the handle, or you just couldn’t seem to apply yourself, much to the dismay of loved ones. To them, it might have seemed as though your life was filled with hedonistic pursuits and destructive tendencies towards yourself and the people around you. Maybe you still sometimes appear a little socially awkward, anxious or depressed, and it can perhaps feel as if you’re a mystery to both yourself and others.

However your ADHD makes itself known in your life, it doesn’t exist in a vacuum: your upbringing, your culture, your relationships and any other conditions you might have, such as autism, depression or anxiety, all affect your experience as a neurodivergent. Navigating these intersecting areas can be challenging – but it isn’t impossible.

This book will guide you through the nuances of neurodiversity, preparing you for the whirlwind that can come after realizing that you are neurodivergent, and also from being recognized as neurodivergent by other people following a diagnosis. Along the way, it will equip you with the essential tools for self-advocacy. I will be drawing on my own lived experience of ADHD and autism as well as my background in medical science to help you process your diagnosis in the context of your whole life – from your personal relationships to the workplace environment. My hope is that you will learn to heal from years of flying under the radar and discover how to prepare yourself for lift-off into the life you want.

THE ADHD ICEBERG

Having walked this journey myself as a late-diagnosed AuDHDer (somebody who has both ADHD and autistic traits), and having spoken to hundreds of thousands of neurodivergent individuals across eclectic life contexts, cultures and generations, I feel qualified to say I know what you’re dealing with if you’ve recently received a diagnosis.

As part of my work today, I often give talks about neurodiversity, during which one particular graphic has been consistently met with audible gasps and aha! moments in the audience. It’s the ‘female ADHD iceberg’ (see below). In it, I’ve brought together all the other traits that people don’t tend to see beyond the surface of the inattentive, anxious and depressed day dreamers and people-pleasers that women with ADHD are often perceived as being.

[image: An illustration of an iceberg with about thirty per cent of its body out of water and the rest below. The top half of the iceberg is titled ‘What people think Female ADHD is’ and it includes: inattentive and anxious and depressed people pleasers. The bottom half of the iceberg is titled ‘What Female ADHD actually is’ and it includes: early trauma, overachievers, self-esteem issues, irritable, overtalkative, executive dysfunction, self-harm, job hopping, forgetful, hypersocial, postnatal anxiety & depression, eating disorder, all or nothing, spending over budget, hyperfocus, autism, hormonal impact, overwhelm, perfectionism, chronic stress, masking, sleep difficulties, trouble maintaining friendships, hypersexuality, hyperreactive, ‘F*uck it’ to fulfilling gender role in society, chronic pain, addictive behaviour, oversensitive, need for control and demanding standards.]
I initially created a version of this graphic because I grew weary of the ways in which girls and women with ADHD are often described by specialists. It seems as if they’re all drawing from the same source passed down by word of mouth, which has ultimately formed our societal beliefs today. Over the years, I’ve spoken to thousands of women with ADHD around the world and seen first hand how we’re an eclectic mix of fire-in-the-belly social justice warriors, both organized and disorganized at different times of our lives. We’re creative and really on-top-of-our-sh*t women, who sometimes present in larger-than-life personas yet still often go undetected and unfulfilled, so I knew those sorts of stereotypical descriptions were only scratching the surface.

As the rest of the world only tends to know about the surface stuff – the neurodivergent traits that form the tip of the iceberg – I wrote this book to build on this graphic and uncover the hidden depths below, based on the colourful lives we all lead. The truth is, it wasn’t only women who felt underrepresented. Some men with ADHD who also identify as autistic may find that they don’t fit neatly into the conventional diagnostic boxes either. Similarly, individuals whose identities intersect with other factors – such as race, gender identity, sexuality or disability – may also experience a sense of exclusion or misrepresentation. My aim is to remind both ourselves and everyone else of our humanity and the areas in which we are more alike than unalike, so we can honour our differences and build a bridge to connect neurodivergent people with the rest of the world.

The book uncovers the nuances of our neurodiverse experiences and humanizes our brain differences based on our generational and genetic stories and eclectic life contexts. It uses science to help make sense of how the places in which we began and live our lives can change the way our neurodivergence and mental health manifest over time. It’s an empathetic guide that draws on neuroscience, biology, psychology and sociology, alongside stories from the neurodiversity movement (the social justice movement that seeks equality and inclusion for all neurodivergents), to explain our existential struggles in an inclusive way, so we can find a sense of agency and a toolkit with which to chart our recovery.

I hope you will see me as a compassionate mentor who is learning and healing alongside you, and who has tried everything in this book to give you an empowering lens through which to positively reframe your neurodivergence as you enquire into your past and who you are now.

This is about starting to personalize the way you approach your health so you can hack your neurotype and become the optimum version of yourself – to make the most of this one life of yours, and to spark self-awareness and self-compassion for healing and forgiveness.

I aim to arm you with the words that will enable you to self-advocate to gain acceptance and a sense of belonging, and to stabilize the shake-up that can accompany your enquiry into your neurodivergence label. I hope you will also see me as your protective friend who is there to hold your hand when the world closes in on you, so you can search within, find your voice and bounce right back.

ADHD AND ME

There’s something to be said about carving a career based entirely on your authentic way of being. Some days, it feels as though by understanding how your own mind works, you’ve solved the puzzle of the human condition. Other days, sharing your story can reveal an uncomfortable truth that unlocks yet another unfathomably dark part of you. When the discovery deepens in the coming weeks, months and years into your later-in-life ADHD diagnosis, at times you wonder if you could just take a break from it and exchange everything you know for the blissful oblivion of yesteryear. The years that, even if they were punctuated by the lowest of lows, also gave you the highest of highs. Even if you were confused about the way you sometimes acted, at least you didn’t have to deal with knowing the reason behind why you behaved in the way you did. Because, yes, this realization can be empowering, but it can also be incredibly lonely.

My deep dive into what happened to me and then to the ADHD community collectively began with a very simple but real need to find a place to belong. At the time when I got diagnosed, I found it hard to identify with stories of ADHD alone, and with autism alone. It was only after I was diagnosed with ADHD that I resonated with being autistic too, and four years later, finally received a hard-won diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder.1 I identified partly with what others said: the bit about not being able to apply yourself, of nearly failing subjects in school. That was until I reached the age of 16, when my life was changed by a wonderful teacher by the name of Mrs Fun, who sparked my love for biology. I lapped up every biology lesson and found comfort in the knowledge that everything in life happens as a process. From where I’m standing now, it helps me understand the evolution of human behaviours, from the genes we inherited to the person you see in front of you today.

When I was growing up in Malaysia, I was a know-it-all in science lessons, but knew nothing at all about social norms and rules. I was the girl whose hand would shoot up into the air to answer a question and I was always up for a debate, and as such, I made very few friends later in university. It didn’t matter, because I was focused on one goal only: to achieve good enough grades to secure a scholarship to study abroad and fulfil my dream of doing cancer research.

When I landed on English soil at the age of 23, having received the first Malaysian Prime Minister scholarship to pursue my postgraduate degree in cancer research, I found myself feeling very alone and scared, bawling my eyes out in my tiny room in the residential hall and asking, ‘What have I done?’ But then I swiftly abandoned the books and started to truly LIVE. I guess it was only to be expected of a young woman who’d been brought up by parents who were simultaneously overprotective and emotionally neglectful. Looking back, my whole life until I left Malaysia had been about studying so I could experience life abroad and run away from prying eyes and stifling Southeast Asian societal expectations. Even if I didn’t have the words for it then, I wanted the freedom to pursue my own truth and what was really important to me.

Unfortunately, my life in England lacked accountability as there was no one to check in on me and I could do whatever I wanted. And in this way, what I now call my ‘train wreck’ years ensued – a rotation of alcohol-fuelled parties, travel and heartbreak. I was groomed by a man who I eventually submitted a sexual harassment case against, although I didn’t initially understand his intentions or how to defend myself from him. Several misadventures later, I found my PhD in jeopardy. When crisis beckoned in the form of a looming thesis deadline, I battened down the hatches and miraculously scraped through, receiving excellent recommendations and a job interview at Harvard.

However, by then my confidence as a scientist had hit rock bottom. So, at the age of 30, and with three degrees in genetics, molecular biology, microbiology, biochemistry and cancer research under my belt, I left the lab to begin again … as a writer. My fall from grace was palpable at dinner parties whenever I went back to Malaysia, and I felt deeply lost without my anchor in science. In the years to come, I remained in a relationship that offered me a safe space, while I searched for a career that would light me up, eventually accepting that it was time to embrace motherhood.

My route has been anything but conventional – as is the ADHD way – and a decade later, my ability to connect the dots finally paid off. At the age of 40, soon after my own ADHD diagnosis, I founded ADHD Girls, a social impact company that began with an Instagram account and a YouTube channel. I remember diving into all the research available on women and girls with ADHD and distinctly feeling that we were on the cusp of a societal shift in understanding why ADHD presented differently in women and girls, compared to men and boys.

Straight out of the pandemic, newspapers, magazines and TV channels started to feature interviews with people who’d been diagnosed as adults and who didn’t look anything like the ADHD stereotype of the naughty white boy or the character of Sheldon from The Big Bang Theory, with the monotone voice commonly associated with autism. Many of these people were the journalists who write our favourite newspaper columns, celebrities, successful entrepreneurs and also everyday people – women like me, who until the early noughties weren’t even included in the research for ADHD.

Because of my cross-cultural background, I was curious to find more people who didn’t fully identify with the usual ADHD criteria, people who had somehow soldiered on through school and found a way to cope with neurodivergence, and remained ‘hidden’ until life became too overwhelming to bear. My Conversations with Women with ADHD campaign amplified the voices of women with ADHD around the world, and I found that despite being united by a common label, the way ADHD manifested for us vastly differed across our varied cultures, races, social classes, co-occurring neurodiverse experiences, life stages and circumstances. My Utopia podcast uncovered hidden stories of neurodivergents from underrepresented groups and amplified diverse voices that weren’t initially included in discussions around neurodiversity.

My own story as a cross-cultural neurodivergent woman has helped me see the grey areas others sometimes miss concerning the diversity of our neurodiverse experiences, and my aim in this book is therefore to guide you on how to survive and thrive after your diagnosis, whatever your individual circumstances. Mindful of the fact that ADHD shows up differently in all of us, together we’re going to tackle the core issues of your neurodivergence – so that you can tailor personalized strategies to support your own life, moving forward.

EMPOWERING YOURSELF

Today, there has been a significant increase in the number of people seeking an ADHD diagnosis, with the waiting time for this now being an average of eight years in some parts of the UK.2 Yet this in turn begs the question why has there been such an upsurge in those seeking diagnosis? And if women have been overlooked in the past, who else might we be missing?

Those of us with ADHD are born with a neurotype that predisposes us to an increased sensitivity to the world, which can be a double-edged sword. Whether our neurodivergence becomes a gift or a hindrance lies in our individual stories – the hand we’re dealt in life, our early beginnings, the parents we have, and those serendipitous encounters along the way that shape our life trajectories.

Without a clinician having a detailed knowledge of your own unique neurodiverse experience, it can be incredibly difficult to get diagnosed with the right label and then to make sense of the information associated with that label. Even then, how do you trust that diagnosis, when it’s based on the subjective perception of the diagnosing clinician? And how are you to banish a sense of imposter syndrome, even if you’ve received the diagnosis, given that assessment criteria are biased towards the experiences of a part of the population only? (As we’ll see later, the criteria were originally based on studies of young white boys.) Most importantly, after a diagnosis, what are you supposed to do with that information?

There are so many questions, that it can almost feel impossible to know where to begin, which is why it’s important to explore the complexity of our human experiences beneath the tip of the neurodivergence iceberg. Because it’s what we feel that we usually need the most support with.

Neurodivergence can manifest within a spectrum of experiences across different communities and life circumstances. This is why it’s important to accept that whatever your neurodiverse experience is, it is yours and yours only; it’s a combination of both nature and nurture, and a culmination of how the life you’ve experienced has interacted with the genes you inherited. Whether it becomes a strength or a disability varies from person to person and wholly depends on their individual experiences.

Because of this, it matters who and where you learn about neurodivergence from. It can be the difference between reinforcing learned helplessness – the process by which we can learn to feel helpless and powerless in the face of challenging situations – and finding personal empowerment. One will keep you in despair, while the other will activate a mobilizing energy that propels you into hope and a chance at a fulfilling life.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

My hope is that this book will act as an essential resource for anyone who has gone through their whole life feeling confused about how they’ve behaved, thought or felt, or struggled with their mental health. Alongside personal insights, the science that underpins this book can offer a sense of cohesion, because once we can explain what happens in our bodies and brains when we interact with our environment – which gives rise to our neurodivergent behaviours – this can spark self-understanding, forgiveness and enable us to self-advocate and form more authentic relationships.

This book takes a deep dive to explore the hidden layers of the ADHD iceberg.

Step 1 looks at the life-changing experience of getting a diagnosis of ADHD in adulthood. It considers the double-edged sword of diagnostic labels and casts light on how neurodivergence is often pathologized in medical journals, yet what makes us ‘bad’ from some perspectives is precisely what makes us good in different circumstances. This chapter also tackles the sense of shame that can arise on receiving a diagnosis.

Step 2 unpacks the co-occurring conditions that accompany some of the most common neurodiverse experiences, whether these travel together from the genes passed down our lineage or emerge as a result of our unfolding lives, and the spectrum in which they manifest based on what is innate and how we adapted to life in society.

Step 3 introduces the delicate balance of nature versus nurture in influencing how our ADHD impacts us and manifests itself in our lives. It helps us understand what is different about the way we’re wired from a genetic and biological perspective, so we can identify our own personal needs. It also looks at common physical health conditions in the collective community, as although we might not be affected by them ourselves, an awareness of them means we will be better placed to cope, should they arise.

Step 4 considers how genes naturally evolve and the ways in which our neurodiversity is also influenced by our environment and upbringing. It considers how the ways in which our neurodiversity expresses itself is shaped by our families, cultural norms, beliefs and rules, gender and our environment, and how we can move forward with this knowledge to instil a positive sense of identity in ourselves.

Step 5 examines the biggest emotional needs for neurodivergent individuals and illustrates the gradual evolution of our emotional landscape from our brain structure and chemistry, nervous system, and the life we’ve lived. It looks at common themes in the neurodiverse community around rejection sensitivity dysphoria (RSD), trauma, sensory needs, affective empathy, socio-communication differences, alexithymia (also known as emotional blindness) and dyslexithymia (the struggle to express feelings).



Step 6 explores our changing relationships as our traits come into sharp focus, when we question who we are and where our coping strategies begin. You may feel the need to unmask in your closest relationships (to strip away those behaviours you’ve adopted in an attempt to ‘fit in’), and thus have a greater need to be understood and feel safe, to dismantle your old life and rebuild a new authentic you. This chapter will give you tangible strategies to navigate this transition and the tools to communicate in different relationships. It also looks at common issues in neurodivergent relationships and considers the role of personality disorders.

Step 7 focuses on neurodiversity at work, depicting the common challenges neurodivergent individuals face. It also provides best practices around navigating performance feedback and perceived criticisms, and how to communicate your needs to your managers and colleagues so you don’t shoot yourself in the foot. In addition, this chapter integrates different life contexts in the workplace.

Step 8 is about the importance of connecting with your community and finding comfort in like-minded connections. It also addresses what our individual preferences may be when it comes to connecting with others. This chapter looks at how we can be a part of the change to support others and educate society about the nuances of our experiences – to banish stigma and create a world that recognizes neurodivergence as a shared humanity.

Step 9 brings it all together and will cast light on your new day-to-day life in motion. It illuminates how your social environment can present structure, routine and wellness, but also stressors and triggers that intricately impact your mind and body, and shape how you show up. This chapter addresses how to apply all that you have learned so far in your quest for self-mastery, integrating this into your daily interactions with the people and events in your life that shape your unique reality.

As you go through these steps and join me on this journey, my hope is that you will also go through a metamorphosis, which needs to follow its own rhythm and time. I hope you will see that every past misadventure in your life held a valuable lesson within it; every brave and spontaneous decision represented an area in which you needed to grow; every heartbreak taught you to treat yourself and others gently; and every career pivot honed the skills you needed to discover a purpose that will eventually help you break out of the fortress you created to contain your infinite imagination, wild heart and free spirit. It’s time to excavate the hidden layers of the ADHD iceberg.
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