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To those who’ve
been told they’re too
much, not enough,
or just needed to try
harder.

You are never alone.
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How to Read This Book
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This book might look a little different from others on the shelf, and that’s because it was carefully constructed to make it accessible. Many people with ADHD struggle with reading difficulties, including Erik, and benefit from nontraditional texts.

With this in mind, we’ve broken down dozens of topics about living with ADHD into a Q&A format based on the questions we get most from our audience. You’ll also hear from other members of our community, plus guest experts on key topics. The answers are bite-size, so you won’t be overwhelmed by pages upon pages of straight text, and the key points are in bold. We structured our book this way so that as many people as possible can benefit from it.




IF COLOR-CODING OR ANNOTATING a text for yourself makes you more likely to retain the information, you have our full, enthusiastic permission to mark up this book however you please!



	◻

	I’m going to use this color for






	◻

	I’m going to use this color for






	◻

	I’m going to use this color for







Whether you read cover to cover or flip to a random page, you’ll be greeted with at least a nugget of helpful information. There is no wrong way to read this book!






FOREWORD
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I first came across Cate on TikTok, where we were both sharing bits of our journey with ADHD and offering tips to others who were navigating the ups and downs of being an adult with this diagnosis. I knew then she had a gift for connecting and communicating. Every video held my attention and taught me something new about my brain. This book is an extension of that.



When Cate and Erik first shared their manuscript with me, I was immediately struck by how accessible this work is. It’s a rare thing for someone with ADHD to feel that they can stay focused through a whole book (barring books that happen to coincide with our current hyperfixation, of course), but I was able to read this one with ease. As someone who has given a lot of thought to how to write books for people with ADHD, I can honestly say they’ve nailed it.


When Cate and Erik first shared their manuscript with me, I was immediately struck by how accessible this work is.



Of course, being accessible is only beneficial if the book’s content is helpful. I can say with enthusiasm that this one is. What I wouldn’t have given to have this book when I was diagnosed with ADHD in my mid-thirties, trying to figure out how to manage my money and clean my house and deal with rejection sensitivity. There’s no fluff here—just straight-to-the-point information on how to understand your brain and how to work with it in all areas of life. I imagine it will be sitting on the shelves of ADHDers and therapists alike for decades to come.

What makes The ADHD Field Guide for Adults so powerful is that it normalizes the ADHD brain. Many of us with ADHD have spent our lives feeling broken, always aware we aren’t quite staying on top of life in the way the world says we should. We view our struggles through the lens of moral failure—we are lazy, irresponsible, chaotic, messy—even resources that aim to help us get our life together often reinforce this message by offering solutions that don’t work for our brains. Perhaps you, too, have felt like a square mind living in a round world.

This book shines because both the message and the delivery are effective. And, what’s more, not only have Cate and Erik written a book that gives solid information and practical tips in a format that you can actually consume but they have a way of making you feel like you are not alone anymore. Because you aren’t. You’re one of us.

—KC Davis




INTRODUCTION

You Are Not a Fuckup
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[image: ] It is September 2018, and I am sobbing uncontrollably on my couch. In less than two weeks, I’m supposed to play Miranda in The Tempest and Maria in Twelfth Night, and despite my nightly efforts to sit down and focus on studying my lines, I am wildly unprepared.



I sit and read, and I reread, and I try to learn the lines forward and quite literally backward. Nothing sticks. I try writing them down. I try listening to recordings. I try making up songs and anagrams and I try every single trick and skill I’ve ever developed to memorize, but nothing stays in my head for longer than a few minutes, if I can even sit down and focus for that long.

I am terrified. This has never happened before. I have two master’s degrees in Shakespeare. This has always been easy for me, and this is the thing I love to do. Why can’t I sit down and focus? Why can’t I memorize my lines like usual? I am sure that I must have early-onset dementia—something is definitely wrong. But how do I say, “I’m having trouble remembering Shakespeare lines” at the doctor and be taken seriously?


Over and over, day after day, I wake up and promise myself that today is the day that everything changes.



I can feel the wrongness lurking around corners, in stacks of dishes gone undone, in piles of laundry and clutter that crowd my hallways, in the unsent emails and unanswered texts, in the plans I keep making and breaking, in the way that I seem to be outside myself, watching my world fall apart. I am drowning, and the water is invisible to everyone but me.

I keep willing myself to get up off the couch.

Just send the email just send the text just put the dishes away this time don’t forget to take out the trash why can’t you ever keep anything clean just do the laundry or can you at least brush your teeth or take a shower you really are a piece of shit why can’t you do anything right why are you such a fuckup …

I start having panic attacks. I start finding reasons to miss rehearsal—if I don’t go, they won’t know that I’m a fuckup, and they won’t know that I’m suddenly too stupid to memorize a bit of Shakespeare. I can just quit; I can just hide. I can never do anything I like, ever again, because fuckups don’t deserve nice things.

I am ashamed and embarrassed. I’m a terrible wife, a crappy partner. I am an embarrassment to my family, and I’m lazy and worthless, and I simply need to buckle down and try harder. And so I do. Over and over, day after day, I wake up and promise myself that today is the day that everything changes. Today is the day we sit down, focus, and learn the lines. And then, at the end of the day, I am exhausted from simply existing, but the laundry piles remain, the dishes are still undone, and my depression, shame, and anxiety grow and grow until finally I confess to a friend, through sobs, that I’m worried I’m going crazy.

He pauses thoughtfully and says, “I don’t know if you’re going crazy, but I do think you have ADHD.”

The part I often leave out of the story was that he made the phone call to make the first appointment with my doctor, because at the time, even that was something I couldn’t find the motivation to do.

That phone call became the catalyst for great change. Four months later, the day before my thirtieth birthday, I sat in a psychologist’s office and told her my story, convinced the whole thing was ridiculous. I told her about how I’d been incredibly successful academically, how I’d earned multiple degrees, how I’d been told several times in my life that I couldn’t possibly have ADHD. People with ADHD don’t get good grades, I’d been told. “People with ADHD aren’t smart like you, aren’t good students like you, aren’t pretty and outgoing and talented like you.” I believed them.

She smiles at me and says, “Yeah, I believed them, too.”

In that moment, I am seen. And for the first time in thirty years, I begin to understand myself. A year later, I begin devoting my life to helping others do the same.
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AT THE START OF 2020, I was the entertainment director of the Georgia Renaissance Festival, while Erik was working as an artisan pizza chef at a high-end restaurant in California. We were unaware of each other’s existence, both of us climbing our own ladders. Then in March, Covid-19 shut down the entertainment and restaurant industries, and our careers ended in an instant. Stuck at home with nowhere to go and no fast-paced careers to distract us, our ADHD had us all to itself.

We both started to make videos about how ADHD affected our lives, sharing our struggles and triumphs. Our videos started to resonate through the ADHD community, and eventually both of us went viral. Then one of us got tagged in the other’s video. On August 8, I sent a message to Erik that read, “The laws of ADHD TikTok demand that we do a collab.” The first time we got onto the phone, we talked for three hours.

Eventually, we started a podcast together, Catie and Erik’s Infinite Quest: An ADHD Adventure. It turned out that there were a lot of people in the world who wanted to hear two people—with vastly different experiences of ADHD—talk honestly and openly about how ADHD has affected their lives. We ultimately became full-time content creators and advocates for the ADHD community, making a career of educating and supporting other adults with the disorder.

But this book isn’t our story. Although you’ll learn about us along the way, our book is a guide and a resource to help other adults with ADHD navigate their way through the world, too. We decided to write this book mostly in a Q&A format because the questions you’ll see in these pages are the ones we get most frequently from our audience. We hope that you’ll find some answers that prove helpful in navigating life with a neurodivergent brain.

ADHD used to be something that people believed existed only in context and that affected only children. It wasn’t viewed as a debilitating, chronic condition; an insidious disorder that infiltrates all aspects of a person’s existence.

But guess what?

DRUMROLL, PLEASE …

That’s exactly what it is.

ADHD (formerly ADD), or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, is a neurodevelopmental disorder that affects the brain’s executive functions. These are a set of mental processes that help us regulate our behavior, plan and organize tasks, pay attention, and control impulses. They act as the conductor of your brain’s orchestra, ensuring that all the brain’s intricate processes are working together effectively.

In people with ADHD, the brain’s executive functions don’t work as effectively as they should; the conductor isn’t paying attention. This leads to, among other things, difficulties with attention, organization, and self-control. Individuals with ADHD may struggle to focus on tasks that are not stimulating or interesting to them, or they may have trouble completing long-term projects because they struggle with planning and time management.


We hope that you’ll find some answers that prove helpful in navigating life with a neurodivergent brain.



People with ADHD may also exhibit physical hyperactivity and impulsivity, which can make it difficult for them to sit still or wait their turn. These behaviors are thought to be related to difficulties with inhibiting motor responses and regulating emotions, which are also controlled by the brain’s executive functions.

Scientifically, we now know that the construction of an ADHD brain is fundamentally different. When it comes to your ADHD-related struggles, the issue is not as simple as


	you haven’t been trying hard enough,

	you just “need to apply yourself,” or …

	you’re “lazy” or you “just don’t care.”



In short, your executive functions don’t work the way they’re supposed to, and that is not your fault. This can be really, really hard to internalize, especially for those who were diagnosed later in life, but it’s incredibly important to keep in mind as you read this book.

Regarding your diagnosis with shame or guilt or embarrassment (or a tasty cocktail of all three) will stop you in your tracks when it comes to making progress. We’re speaking from experience here.


Scientifically, we now know that the construction of an ADHD brain is fundamentally different.



It is okay to need to look up resources on how to get your laundry done, how to organize, or how to maintain friendships.

It is healthy to develop systems (anything that makes tasks easier) and structures that work FOR YOU, regardless of what conventional society might think. It is FINE to need assistance and to work around your limitations, because you are not a fuckup. You are neurodivergent, and therefore your brain works differently. Plus—more good news—there are tools, structures, systems, and support available to help you.

But there is a but.

Having ADHD does not mean that you can’t develop coping strategies and systems that minimize the impact on your life. You most definitely can.
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PTOUGH LOVE PTERODACTYL

This is our first big TOUGH LOVE moment, so buckle up:

you cannot “cure” ADHD. You CAN manage it by being willing to put in the work.



WELCOME to the Club

You are not alone. While ADHD is generally considered to be a chronic, lifelong condition, recent efforts to decrease stigma among doctors and the public have led to an increase of late-diagnosed adults—anyone who’s learned they had ADHD after high school or beyond. If that’s you, then you are the intended audience for this book! As well as the people who love you.

According to a 2019 study, the prevalence of adult ADHD diagnoses has doubled since 2009. ADHD diagnoses are growing four times faster among adults than for children in the United States, and many scientists believe the disorder is still thought to be highly underdiagnosed in adults.

But why are we seeing so many more diagnoses now than we did ten, twenty, or thirty years ago? When ADHD was first recognized as a disorder in the 1960s and ’70s,* it was largely seen as a behavior problem that could be controlled through discipline and punishment. Many people believed that children with ADHD were simply lazy or unmotivated and that their parents were to blame for not being strict enough with them.


In the ’60s and ’70s, many people believed that children with ADHD were simply lazy or unmotivated.



As more research was conducted on ADHD, it became clear that the disorder was caused by differences in brain chemistry and structure rather than a lack of effort or willpower. But even as this understanding of ADHD evolved, stigma surrounding the disorder persisted. Many people with ADHD have been subjected to negative stereotypes and discrimination, with some people viewing them as unreliable, irresponsible, or even dangerous.

One of the most significant factors is that the diagnostic criteria for ADHD were historically based on research conducted primarily on young boys. As a result, the symptoms of ADHD in girls and women (not to mention trans and nonbinary people) were not as well understood, and they were often misdiagnosed with other conditions such as anxiety or depression.

Not only is it possible for girls and women with ADHD to present with symptoms that are different from those seen in boys and men, but social and cultural factors may play a role in the underdiagnosis of ADHD in women, gender-nonconforming people, and other minority groups whose experience of the condition has not been well researched. It wasn’t until 2022 that the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) first included a section on gender and racial differences, noting that lived experience and socialization can have a major impact on how neurodivergence is both detected and diagnosed.

There is also a strong hereditary component to ADHD, so when a child is diagnosed, the symptoms may seem familiar to a parent, leading that adult to seek out an evaluation for themselves. College is another common time to be diagnosed, as it’s the first time people with ADHD are out on their own. Marriages, divorces, and other major life events are also well-known catalysts for seeking treatment. In short, all sorts of adults are being diagnosed with ADHD, and many more already know they have it.

So now we’re playing the world’s worst game of catch-up, in which all the previously undiagnosed adults (or adults who are starting to understand the scope of the disorder) are now learning that the struggles they live with are actually due to ADHD.

Since there’s no ADHD fairy that comes down on your eighteenth birthday and takes your ADHD away (that we know of), those of us who grew up in the 1980s and ’90s are now adults who still must live with the condition, the difference being that now we have the agency to ask questions. We want to understand ourselves and why we are struggling, and we seek help to make life easier.

Fortunately, research on ADHD is catching up. Where it used to center on the needs of children with ADHD, it is now, finally, starting to address more adult concerns. For example: How does ADHD impact sex and intimacy? Now we can confidently say that ADHD can profoundly affect your experience with intimacy. There’s research behind it, and there are things you can do about it.


Our book is an ADHD guide that addresses all the subjects you haven’t read about before.



This is just one area of adulthood where we dive into the implications of life with ADHD. It’s not all sunshine and rainbows, but we’ve learned through our work how important it is to have these tough conversations.

Our book is an ADHD guide that addresses all the subjects you haven’t read about before. It is a comprehensive manual on life as an adult with this chronic condition, as told by two people who are living it and educating about it. We’ll employ the help of medical professionals here and there as needed, but this survival guide is mainly about offering real-life suggestions on every page from our own lived experiences—as well as permission to ignore whatever doesn’t suit you.

We believe adults with ADHD need a tool to help them get through the day and, perhaps more importantly, a reminder that everything is going to be okay. You are going to be okay.

LIFE HACKS: Take ’Em or Leave ’Em

Many self-help books are predicated on the ableist notion that if you just try hard enough and pull yourself up by the bootstraps, your issues will magically disappear, and you’ll finally reach ultimate self-fulfillment.

If that works for you, awesome.

Some of us need a little more than that.

There is no one “right way” to ADHD. There is, frankly, no WRONG way to ADHD, short of hurting others—don’t do that. We are not here to tell you that your systems are invalid because they aren’t how we do things. Because what works for you might not work for one of us, and that is okay.

You don’t have to employ any ADHD “hacks” if you don’t want to.

It’s really that simple.

We didn’t write a book to tell you how to live your life. However, between our own lived experience and the feedback we receive from millions of people with ADHD, we’ve got some solid advice for you to take if you want it and leave if you don’t.

Want to be able to find your pants more easily? Great! A pants hook (trademark pending) can be a genius solution for this issue. Is your floor covered in socks and you are absolutely fine with it? Hell yeah, friend, you do you. We’re here to offer suggestions.

At the very least, we hope that this book will provide you with some useful tools to manage parts of your ADHD that you choose, some insight into how your brain works (or doesn’t work), and some strategies for building systems that might work for you in the long run. Most importantly, we hope that you remember, once and for all …


YOU

ARE

NOT

A

FUCKUP,

YOU SILLY GOOSE
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That’s you. That’s you being a silly goose.
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An ADHD PRIMER
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