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Adult ADHD Patient Guide

Understanding symptoms, diagnosis, and practical next steps

Purpose of this guide

ADHD is not just a childhood condition. Many adults continue to have symptoms, and some adults are not diagnosed until later in
life. This handout explains adult ADHD in practical, everyday language and is meant to support - not replace - a conversation with
your medical provider.

What ADHD can look like in adults

Common attention and organization symptoms Common restlessness and impulse symptoms
* Difficulty starting tasks, even when they are important ® Feeling internally restless, even if you are sitting still
¢ Procrastination until a deadline is close ® Talking too much, interrupting, or finishing others' sentences
® Frequently losing keys, phones, paperwork, or important ® Making quick decisions that later cause problems
items ® Quitting jobs, ending relationships, or spending money
® Missing appointments, bills, or deadlines impulsively
® Trouble finishing projects after the exciting part is over °* Low frustration tolerance or reacting strongly in the moment
® Feeling mentally scattered or easily pulled off task ¢ Difficulty waiting, slowing down, or relaxing

ADHD is more than ‘“not paying attention”

Many adults with ADHD struggle with executive functioning. This means the brain has difficulty managing time, starting tasks, remembering
steps, controlling impulses, shifting between tasks, and following through. These problems can affect work, school, home life, relationships,
finances, and self-confidence.

Why diagnosis and treatment matter

Untreated ADHD can make daily life harder than it needs to be. Adults with ADHD may be more likely to struggle with
job performance, school completion, relationship stress, traffic tickets or accidents, substance misuse, anxiety,
depression, and chronic feelings of underachievement. Treatment does not “cure” ADHD, but it can reduce symptoms
and improve day-to-day functioning.

ADHD often overlaps with other conditions

Many adults with ADHD also experience anxiety, depression, sleep problems, substance use concerns, or anger/
irritability. Sometimes these conditions look similar to ADHD. Sometimes they happen together. A careful evaluation
helps your provider decide what is driving your symptoms and what should be treated first.
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How adult ADHD is evaluated

There is no single blood test, brain scan, or computer test that proves ADHD. Diagnosis is based on a complete clinical
evaluation. Your provider may use questionnaires, but rating scales are only one piece of the process.

Your provider may ask about

® Current symptoms at work, school, home, and in
relationships

® When symptoms first started and whether they were present
before age 12

* Examples of impairment, such as missed deadlines,
disorganization, or impulsive decisions

¢ School history, work history, driving history, and daily
routines

® Sleep, mood, anxiety, substance use, medical history, and
medications

Why childhood history matters

Helpful information to bring

® A list of current medications and supplements

¢ Past ADHD testing or school records, if available

® Examples of symptoms that affect daily life

¢ Input from a spouse, parent, close friend, or someone who
knows you well

° Questions or concerns about treatment options

Current diagnostic guidelines require that several ADHD symptoms were present before age 12. Many adults do not
remember childhood symptoms clearly. Old report cards, parent input, school records, or a family member’s observations
can be helpful, but your provider will guide you based on what is realistically available.

How ADHD is different from anxiety, depression, or bipolar disorder

Condition How it may differ from ADHD

ADHD Usually long-standing. Symptoms often include chronic
disorganization, time management problems, forgetfulness,
distractibility, and restlessness across multiple settings.

Anxiety Attention may worsen when worry, fear, panic, or obsessive
thoughts are active. The distraction is often tied to the
anxiety trigger.

Depression Concentration and motivation often worsen during

depressive episodes and may improve when mood improves.

Bipolar disorder/mania

Can involve distractibility, impulsivity, and increased
talking, but symptoms usually come in distinct episodes with
major mood and energy changes.

Substance use

Attention and behavior can be affected by intoxication,
withdrawal, or patterns of use. Your provider may need to
address substance concerns before or alongside ADHD
treatment.
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Treatment: what helps adults with ADHD?

The best plan is individualized. Treatment may include medication, therapy or skills training, changes to your
environment, and treatment of related concerns such as sleep, anxiety, depression, or substance use.

Medication may help with Medication does not automatically teach
® Focus and attention ¢ Organization systems
® Task initiation and follow-through * Time management habits
¢ Impulsivity and emotional reactivity ¢ Communication skills
® Restlessness * How to break down projects
¢ Consistency at work, school, and home ® How to repair long-standing routines or relationship patterns

Common medication categories
Your provider will review benefits, risks, side effects, medical history, blood pressure/heart rate concerns, and any
substance use history before choosing a medication.
* Stimulants: Often first-line for ADHD. Examples include methylphenidate-based and amphetamine-based
medications. They can work quickly, but require careful monitoring and safe storage.

* Non-stimulants: Options may include atomoxetine, viloxazine, guanfacine, clonidine, or other medications. These
may be preferred if stimulants are not appropriate or are not well tolerated.

* Dose adjustment: Finding the right medication and dose can take time. The goal is meaningful symptom
improvement with the fewest side effects.

Call your provider promptly if you notice concerning changes

Contact your clinic if you develop chest pain, fainting, severe anxiety or panic, hallucinations, suicidal thoughts, severe mood
changes, aggressive behavior, or side effects that feel unsafe. If you are in crisis or having thoughts of harming yourself, call 911.

Therapy, coaching, and skills training
Many adults benefit from counseling or structured skills training, especially cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) adapted
for ADHD. These approaches can help with planning, procrastination, emotional regulation, problem-solving, self-
esteem, and communication. Medication can reduce symptoms, while skills-based treatment helps you build systems
that work in real life.
Practical strategies to start now

® Use one calendar for all appointments, bills, refills, and deadlines.

* Set reminders earlier than you think you need them.

® Break tasks into the smallest visible next step.

* Use checklists for repeat routines, such as morning, bedtime, work startup, and leaving the house.

* Reduce friction: keep important items in the same place every day.

* Build movement breaks into long periods of desk work or reading.

* Do the most important task when your medication, sleep, and energy are at their best.
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Living well with adult ADHD

Work and school Relationships and communication
® Ask for written instructions and deadlines when possible * Tell trusted people what helps you follow through
® Use timers, checklists, and calendar blocks ¢ Use shared calendars or written plans
® Work in short focused intervals with planned breaks * Pause before responding during conflict
* Reduce distractions during high-focus tasks ® Repair quickly after interruptions, forgetfulness, or impulsive
* Consider reasonable accommodations when symptoms comments
significantly affect performance ® Consider counseling when ADHD patterns are causing repeated
conflict
Driving and safety Sleep, exercise, and routines
* Avoid phone use while driving * Keep wake time as consistent as possible
¢ Use navigation before starting the car ¢ Limit late caffeine and late-night screen scrolling
* Plan extra time to reduce rushing ¢ Use exercise as a focus and mood tool
* Be cautious during medication wearing-off periods ® Prepare the night before when mornings are difficult
* Discuss frequent tickets, crashes, or near-misses with your ® Treat sleep problems; poor sleep can make ADHD worse
provider
Medication safety

Some ADHD medications are controlled substances. Take them only as prescribed. Do not share, sell, trade, crush, or
take extra doses. Store medication securely, especially if other people live in or visit your home. Tell your provider if
medication is lost, stolen, not working, causing side effects, or being requested by others.
Key takeaways

® Adult ADHD is real, common, and treatable.

* Symptoms often show up as disorganization, procrastination, forgetfulness, restlessness, impulsive decisions, and
emotional reactivity.

® A careful diagnosis looks at current symptoms, childhood history, impairment, and other possible explanations.

* Treatment works best when medication, practical systems, therapy or coaching, and healthy routines are combined as
needed.

®* You do not have to fix everything at once. Small, consistent systems can create meaningful progress.
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