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Five Essential Tips

1. Be Pro-active: Self-educate and Self-advocate

2. Simplify Complexity: Recognize Two Patterns 

3. Be a Detective In Your Own Life

4. Think of Adult ADHD as a Team Sport

5. Recognize Chicken-or-Egg Situations


2

There has never 
been a better time 

to have ADHD

3 Compared to when my husband and I started on this journey, back in the 
1990s, it’s quite stunning. 

We have thousands of scientific studies and proven clinical strategies and 
these can definitely make a positive difference.

Nurture optimism:


Naming the challenge 

is the first step toward 

reducing the challenge

4 So I want to emphasize the importance of nurturing optimism — and 
knowing that naming the challenge is the first step toward reducing the 
challenge. 
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But I was 
expecting easy 

“tips and tricks”!

“Tips and tricks” 
provide the 

finishing touches 
on a strong 
foundation.

5  There’s a place for tips and tricks. But it’s typically after you have built a 
strong foundation of understanding…..how is ADHD specifically affecting you 
and or your loved ones.  And what are the solutions for those specific 
challenges. 

#1: “Common Wisdom”

  

Be Pro-active:  
•Self-educate  
•Self-advocate 

6 So let’s begin.  What do I mean by being pro-active? I mean not waiting for a 
therapist or other care provider to help you to start problem-solving. Or, 
overly relying on a professional who doesn’t understand ADHD and tries to 
lead you in unhelpful directions. I mean self-educating so you can begin 
solving your own challenges, track your particular idea of progress, and 
better advocate for yourself with care providers

Self-Educate on Adult ADHD— 
with Solid Sources

• Stereotypes online (and some books) can confuse

• ADHD is a highly variable syndrome

• Yet there are predictable patterns (and solutions)

• Progress depends on identifying your specifics

• Even most expert clinicians cannot explain all

7 I’ll emphasize the importance of self-educating with solid sources. Such as 
as you’re doing attending this fantastic conference.  Why is this important?

—Even the most cautious consumer of information can be confused by 
much of what we see online about ADHD—and even in some books. The 
Internet is a marketer’s playground. Amazon sells books on Adult ADHD by 
fake therapists with fake names. That’s why it’s all the more important to pay 
attention to credentials—the education and experience in the field— of the 
author or others offering advice and information.
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8 Speaking of credentials, I’ll share mine quickly.   I first detailed the Adult 
ADHD science, strategies, and the personal stories more than a decade ago, 
in my first book - Is it You, Me, or Adult ADD. Proyectodah translated it into 
Spanish, and I think you can still get a copy, the purchase benefits the 
foundation. 

In 2014, Dr. Russell Barkley invited me to contribute the first-ever chapter on 
Adult ADHD couple therapy to his gold-standard clinical guide. 

In 2016, veteran psychologist and ADHD expert Arthur Robin and I produced 
the first professional guide for ADHD couple therapy based on the evidence 
of what works for adult ADHD and what works for couple therapy. In other 
words, ADHD relationship issues do not exist in a category separate from 
ADHD. What works for ADHD-challenged adults works for ADHD-challenged 
couples and families.

2016

Arthur L. Robin, PhD and Gina

9  Dr. Robin, who has ADHD himself, and I, married to a man with 
ADHD, diagnosed at age 37, share a strong perspective that a major 
part of thriving with ADHD is learning practical problem-solving 
techniques.

Self-Educate on Adult ADHD— 
with Solid Sources

• Stereotypes online (and some books) can confuse

• ADHD is a highly variable syndrome

• Yet there are predictable patterns (and solutions)

• Progress depends on identifying your specifics

• Even most expert clinicians cannot explain all

10
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#1: “Common Wisdom”

  

Simplify 
Complexity: 
Recognize  
2 Patterns

11 When we start learning about Adult ADHD—or even many years end, we can 
get confused by all the threads—symptoms, habits, family background, etc. 
Which brings us to Tip #2 Simply complexity - by recognizing how two 
predictable patterns might be operating in your life

Gina, just two 
predictable 
patterns?

1. ADHD Triple-Whammy Roller Coaster 
2. The Dysfunctional Interaction Cycle 
(from Adult ADHD-Focused Couple Therapy)


12 These two patterns alone can help you solve so many mysteries — the 
kind of mysteries we’ll never solve and medication can never treat if 
we just think about symptoms.
1. The ADHD Triple Whammy Roller Coaster - This complex pattern 

describes what can happen in adult life when people grow up not 
knowing  they have ADHD—or what it means or it’s gone untreated.

2. The Dysfunctional Interaction Cycle - this is how the broad issues 
of the Triple Whammy play out in day-to-day behaviors and 
interactions. 
I go into much more detail about this in my other work, but today I 
wanted to bring you a few meaningful highlights. To spark your 
thinking in these directions.

Pattern #1: ADHD Double Triple-Whammy Roller Coaster 

13 We start with the stripped-down version of the first common pattern 
— what I call the double triple-whammy ADHD Roller Coaster. 
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Guinea Pig #1
• Doesn’t know it has ADHD
• Or, if it does, it doesn’t understand what 

that means or what to do about it. 
• Wonders if everyone’s wheel spins this fast
• Mostly, it’s focused on doing the best it can 

Guinea Pig #2

Enters thinking it’s a relationship, not a ride 

Both end up simply trying to cope with some 
invisible, inexplicable force that’s whirling 
them around.

Note: Going fast doesn’t indicate hyperactivity. The feeling 
of being on a mental roller coaster applies to all 
presentations of ADHD! 

Pattern #1: ADHD Double Triple-Whammy Roller Coaster 

14 The first guinea pig doesn’t know it has ADHD — or if it does, it 
doesn’t understand what that means or what to do about it. It might 
wonder if everyone’s wheel spins this fast, but mostly, it’s focused on 
doing the best it can to get through life.  
Guinea pig #2 enters thinking it’s a relationship, not a ride. Maybe it’s 
an intimate partner or a friend, co-worker, child. All kinds of 
relationships. Both simply trying to cope with some invisible, 
inexplicable force.  

1. Symptoms 3. Coping Responses2. Interpretations

Triple Whammy’s

Three Loops

15 Three distinct loops: 
1. Loop 1- ADHD symptoms and traits - from childhood on
2. Loop 2 —Alternate interpretations of symptoms until they are
correctly attributed to ADHD
3. Loop 3 — Poor coping responses that arise from just trying to
manage for years with this invisible force.
Over time, the distinctions among these loops gets blurred. That’s why
people often wonder, what can medication help and what requires
learning new mindsets and habits?  Understanding the three loops
helps to better target treatment strategies.

+

The Relationship’s Double Triple Whammy

ADHD Partner’s 
Triple Whammy


Other Partner’s 
Triple Whammy


=

16 Briefly, the ADHD roller coaster becomes a Double Triple Whammy 
when two people are involved — sitting in two very different seats of 
the ADHD Roller Coaster. Neither knowing exactly why the ride feels 
out of control. That’s two sets of often very different, often-distorted 
perceptions and dysfunctional attempts to cope with challenges, in 
oneself and in one’s partner and, over time, for the relationship itself.
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17 Let’s consider the ADHD Partner’s Triple whammy. Again, no two 
triple-whammy roller coasters are exactly alike.  Maybe so far in life, 
yours has been a great ride—exciting and fun, with just enough twists 
and turns to keep life interesting.  Or maybe it’s been a death-defying, 
white-knuckling, stop-this-thing-and-let-me-off ride.. Or maybe you 
are somewhere in between.
 

Loop 1: 
ADHD Official 

Symptoms

Note:

1. ADHD is a syndrome; 

symptoms are variable 

2. Identify examples of 
your symptoms & use 
as medication treatment 
goals

18 Let’s break it all down. Loop 1 - symptoms. This is the list of 18 official ADHD 
symptoms.  ADHD Partner Survey respondents selected symptoms they’ve 
seen to be challenging to their ADHD partners. I’ve sorted the chart based on 
most commonly reported symptoms to the least. First, few if any people with 
ADHD have all of these symptoms.ADHD is a syndrome, which means 
symptoms are variable.  To qualify for the diagnosis, you need a certain 
number of symptoms of a certain severity, along with evidence that these 
symptoms are causing problems in several areas of life. It’s very useful to 
come up with your own examples of how and where these symptoms 
present in your or your loved ones. For one thing, this helps you to know 
which challenges medication might help and what might require other 
strategies. Second, note the symptoms at the very top— easily distracted, 
difficulty organizing tasks/activities, etc.. These are physical symptoms, not 
bad habits.
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You are wasting potential!

Think before you act!

Grow up

You do only what you want to do!

You are so lazy/willful/etc.
Loop 2: 

(Mis)interpreting

Symptoms

19 Now consider Loop #2:  The interpretations — often mis-interpretations— over 
the years when ADHD went undiagnosed or not fully understood. [CLICK] 
Interpretations aren’t always negative but often are — and at the very least, still 
inaccurate. Phrases such as these might ring familiar:

•	 “You do only what you want to do.”

•	 “You are so lazy/willful/selfish/fill-in-the-blank.” 

•	 “You are wasting so much to your potential”

•	 think before you act!”

•	 Grow up!”


Misinterpreting

Self & Others

20 These misinterpretations can form one’s sense of self — and sense of others. 
For example, misinterpretations about others:
My family/spouse is so controlling—My boss won’t get off my back—The 
world has it out for me
—People who are happy are stupid—People who follow the rules are linear 
bores, not creative like me.
And about Self: 
When I succeed, it’s due to luck—I’m less competent than others — I’m less 
worthy than others—I always make mistakes—I should be able to do this—I’m 
pessimistic that I can change.
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Psychological “Baggage”

Externalizing 
The world/my 

family/co-
worker/boss/
spouse is…

Internalizing  

I am… 
• …a failure 
• …unreliable 
• …stupid 
• …incompetent 
• …inferior 
• …superior 

21 A person might internalize this feedback and globally describe themselves 
with terms such as failure, unreliable, stupid, and incompetent, inferior, or 
superior…  Or, they might do the opposite and externalize the interpretations 
to other people. It’s important to remember: ADHD symptoms can distort 
perceptions and objectivity.  There might be poor memory, distractibility that 
means not seeing the full picture, forgetting details about how and why 
something happened in the past (meaning one hour ago or one year ago). 
This can be compounded by brain-based erratic empathy for others.

Loop 3: 
Coping 

Responses

Symptoms 
+ 
(Mis)interpretations 

Attempts to Cope 

22 Next comes Loop #3, the ways in which folks try to deal with symptoms and 
misinterpretations. Let’s call them coping responses.   Often they are poor or 
counter-productive, but that implies that the major problem is the poor 
coping response, rather than ADHD symptoms compounded by a lifetime of 
misinterpretations and emotional baggage. Let’s see a few examples.

WHY TRY?
Poorly managed 
ADHD can mean:


• Erratic history of success/
failure


• Doesn’t remember factors that 
made the difference


• Motivation for difficult tasks 
already a challenge with ADHD

23 WHY TRY?  Poorly managed ADHD can mean:

• Erratic history of success/failure

• Doesn’t remember what made the difference

• Motivation for difficult tasks already a challenge with ADHD

Where do you find the motivation to keep trying when you know you will at 
some point randomly forget or make a mistake or..…So, when a relationship 
or job hits the rocks, there might be a tendency to just give up and bug out.  

10/01/22 copyright gina pera 2022 
Please do not share in any form

8



Why try?  It never works out. Yet, the people around you might just see, “She 
won’t even try!” and criticize that.

 When you think about it, “why try” can be a rather rational coping response 
but again, with the ADHD diagnosis and treatment, continuing with it can 
keep you stuck. 

Did you 
bring in the 

mail?

Hypersensitivity to 
Criticism

ADHD Partner

Loved One 24 Hypersensitivity to criticism.   After a lifetime of hearing negative feedback
—including from oneself— and when there’s already a certain degree of 
“noise” in one’s mind — even simple neutral questions can feel like 
attacks. For example: “Did you bring in the mail?” When the ADHD Partner 
responds with anger to such simple questions, it can leave everyone in the 
home feeling the need to walk on eggshells. Spouse, Children. As a result, 
nothing gets resolved, everyone remains stressed. And stuck in 
dysfunctional patterns.

Block problem-solving 

I’m an adult!  
I should be able 

to find my
 *&^$#^ keys!

“Should” 
Statements

25 Another category of poor coping mindsets?  Should statements: 
• that is, I SHOULD be able to prioritize my schedule without having to sit 

down and think it over.” 
• or, I’m an adult. I SHOULD be able to keep track of my keys. 
These “should” statements often block the path practical problem-solving, 
such as hammering a nail into the wall near the home entry and hanging 
the keys there. This is why trying to solve problems—such as with coaching
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—without knowing the counterproductive mindsets that underlie them 
often doesn’t work.

• Rushing through tasks, activities, conversations

• A subconscious way to keep momentum

• Leads to errors, unreliability, and “don’t care”


• Denying, minimizing problems

• Rationalizing, externalizing, deflecting blame


More Counter-Productive 
Coping Responses

26 •	 Rushing through tasks or conversations— this can be a 
subconscious way to avoid succumbing to a physical challenge — boredom 
— and abandoning the task, activity, conversation altogether. But this often 
means being more error-prone. In turn, it can compound frustration and 
irritability. It also likely increases your loved one’s resentment, and feeling 
that you don’t care, they cannot rely on you. Reinforcing the “why try” 
response.

•	 Denying and minimizing problems or complaints, rationalizing,  
externalizing, deflecting blame — Simply put, this means blaming other 
people or external events for one’s own unsatisfactory outcomes—rather 
than seeing how ADHD symptoms thwarted one’s efforts.


Self-Perpetuating Coaster
27 Over time, this triple whammy — symptoms, misinterpretations, poor coping 

responses can become self-perpetuating gears that drive the ADHD roller 
coaster to even higher heights — and deeper plunges.

Our goal? Learning to slow that roller coaster, those gears—enable each 
partner to understand what is happening — so they can act and react more 
consciously and constructively. Day in. Day out. That’s why Dr. Arthur Robin 
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and I used this phenomenon as the cornerstone of our Adult ADHD Couple 
Therapy model.

Pattern #2: Dysfunctional Interaction Cycle 

28 Which brings us to pattern #2, the Dysfunctional Interaction Cycle. 
This is from our couple-therapy model, but it isn’t just for couples. 
Each partner has an independent dysfunctional interaction cycle within 
themselves — their own misinterpretations of symptoms and poor 
coping responses to them. 

Event 
Something 
happens.

Thought 
We tell ourselves 
something about 

that event.

Emotion 
Our thought (how 
we interpret the 
event) colors our 
feelings about it.

Action/Behavior 
We respond  based 

on our 
interpretations, 

thoughts, feelings.

Four-Step 

Cycle

Cognitive-
Behavioral  

Therapy 
(CBT)

29  If you are familiar with Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, or CBT, you’ll 
see that the basic cycle loosely follows CBT’s four-step model of 
event-thought-feeling-action behavior. 
 
This four-phase cycle happens so quickly—our thoughts and emotions 
so automatic—we don’t even notice it.  The challenge is slowing down 
that cycle and examining assumptions and reactions.

Other Partner’s
Event 

ADHD Partner 

forgets, denies,

doesn’t respond


as expected

Thought 
Behavior is 

intentional, partner 
doesn’t care, love 

me, etc.

Emotion 
Hurt, angry,


unloved, resentful, 
frustrated, 

betrayed, etc.

Action/Behavior 
Express anger, 

withdraw, 
retaliate, etc.

Four-Step 
Cycle:  
Other 

Partner Cognitive-
Behavioral 

Therapy  
(CBT)- 

For ADHD

30 The basic CBT model has been adapted to ADHD, incorporating an 
understanding of the neurobiological symptoms. We’ve extended this 
to couples with the Dysfunctional Interaction Cycle.   Here’s a quick 
overview, starting from the perspective the other partner.
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Event

ThoughtAction

Emotion

Event

ThoughtAction

Emotion

31 And the gears keep turning.  Each partner stuck in their own 
dysfunctional cycle — with interlocking gears keeping them stuck 
in the joint dysfunctional cycle. Winding each other up.
We can start moving this cycle in a more positive direction once we 
analyze what is happening, once we start examining assumptions and 
reactions, and take steps to revise interpretations, problem-solve, to 
do things differently.

#1: “Common Wisdom”

  
Be a 

Detective In 
Your Own Life

32 By providing an overview of the two major patterns—how predictable they 
are— I hope I’ve emphasized the importance of stepping back from 
emotions, blame, and shame and becoming very analytical. This alone will 
not solve all challenges.  Medication often plays an important role. So does 
learning new skills and habits. Identifying what these patterns might look like 
in your life — and taking steps to slow those gears or that roller coaster — 
requires a bit of detective work. Which brings us to Tip or Strategy #3. Be a 
Detective in Your Own Life: Adopt a problem-solving mindset


Simple 
Example: 
Conflicts 

over taking 
out the 

garbage

33 Here’s a very simple example. Antonio had promised Valentina he would 
make a quick trip to the hardware store. He would be back within the hour. 
This was important, Valentina said, because the children are home and she 
had an important meeting in 90 minutes. She even reminded him to take his 
phone, so if he got distracted, she could remind him.”  When she phoned 
him after an hour, he did not pick up. Four hours later, he rolls in. Antonio had 
broken a promise again. You can imagine Valentina’s reaction.
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34 Antonio was defensive and a bit embarrassed. How could a full-grown man 
explain what happened? That when he walked into the giant “toy store” of 
tools and supplies his promise to get what he needed  and get home was 
ancient history.

Simple 
Example: 
Conflicts 

over taking 
out the 

garbage

I forgot to charge my 
phone. Is that a major 

crime?
Talk to the 

hand.

35 Yes, he had taken his phone, but the battery was dead. How many times had 
this happened, Valentine thought?  Too many to count! Antonio - perhaps 
forgetting all those times and/or falling into his old defensive coping 
responses — that is, denying and deflecting blame — Antonio blurted: “I 
forgot to charge my phone. Is that a major crime? “Talk to the hand,” said 
Valentina.

Simple 
Example: 
Conflicts 

over taking 
out the 

garbage

1.Neutrally state the problem

—Antonio frequently forgets 

to charge his phone


2.Identify the stumbling 
blocks

—He “means to” but….


3.Brainstorm solutions and 
make a plan


4.Troubleshoot 

1. Neutrally state the problem

—Antonio frequently forgets 

to charge his phone


2. Identify the stumbling blocks

—He “means to” but…forgets, can’t 
find the charger, etc.


3. Brainstorm solutions

—charging station in prominent place


4. Set rule for charging 

—every night at bedtime


5. Make a plan


6. Troubleshoot 

36 This is where the detective work comes in.  First, it involves stepping back 
from the automatic reactions and into problem-solving. The basic steps are:

1. Neutrally state the problem —Antonio forgets to charge his phone - the 

linchpin in so much conflict

2. Identify the stumbling blocks—He “means to” but…forgets, can’t find the 

charger, etc.

3. Brainstorm solutions—they agree the best option is placing a permanent 
charging station in prominent place

4. Set rule for charging —every night at bedtime

5. Make a plan for making that happen.

6. Plan works for a while or doesn’t work at all? Troubleshoot

Is this all it will take for Antonio and Valentina to work out these issues? No, 
not typically. There will also need to be a larger strategy for managing ADHD 
symptoms. This is just a simple example of problem-solving.
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#1: “Common Wisdom”

  
Think of 

ADHD as a 
Team Sport

37 Tip # 4- Think of ADHD as a team sport

ADHD in the 
relationship or 
family affects 

everyone

38 ADHD in the relationship or the family affects everyone.  That is, you’re all in 
the same boat. What one person does in that boat affects everyone else in 
the boat.  When you all pull together—that is, implementing ADHD-friendly 
strategies for routines and tasks—you get much farther, faster.


 Moral and 
logistical support

39 A partner or other loved one or a friend can also provide moral and logistical 
support 


• Moral support:   Ease anxiety

• Logistical support in:

• Identifying a professional

• Scheduling an appointment

• Completing forms

• Remembering the past

• Showing up on time

• Staying on top of Rx


• 2nd Set of Eyes and Ears 
• Assessing the professional


40
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Two Common Extremes:
1. Expecting the ADHD partner to “go it alone” in pursuing 

evaluation and treatment.


2. Expecting the Other Partner to compensate and assist


Either extreme risks: 
• Never getting traction

• Mental/physical exhaustion

• Resentment and conflict


41

“Trying to control 
a loved one is a  

clear sign of 
codependence.”

It’s not about control.  
It’s about support.

42 Now, many mental health providers still do not understand or accept 
the importance of teamwork, despite it being recommended by the 
preeminent experts in Adult ADHD. They might say things such as, 
“Trying to control a spouse, adult child, or other adult loved ones is a 
sign of codependence.”
To that we say, it’s not about control. It’s about support.  In such cases, it’s 
best if the adult with ADHD specifically asks to include the partner or other 
loved one for at least portions of the visit. In writing.

#1: “Common Wisdom”

  
Recognize 

Chicken-or-Egg 
Situations

Which Came  
First?

How would I 
know?

43 Next we come to tip #5 the chicken-or-egg situations.  That is, which came 
first?  ADHD symptoms or unhealthy habits?  ADHD goes beyond focus and 
distractibility. It can contribute to physical challenges—and these challenges 
can intensify  ADHD symptoms.  But, to the outside observer, they might look 
like deliberate choices.  Thus creating unhelpful lectures and judgment.

Chicken-or-Egg Example
An ADHD adult doesn’t go to sleep  

until 2-3 hours past desired bedtime 

•	 To stay awake the next day: consumes caffeine/sugary snacks


•	 Loved one tells the ADHD adult:


• “Drink less caffeine and you’ll sleep better!”

• “Go to bed earlier and you wouldn’t be so tired and need caffeine.”


•	 ADHD adult tells loved one: “You don’t get it”

44 Now this is a very a common sleep disorder associated with ADHD and there 
are known strategies for addressing it.  When we miss connections like this, 
we are more prone to “blaming and shaming”—ourselves as the adults with 
ADHD or our loved ones.  We miss the true targets for problem-solving.
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Other Examples

• “Putting the brakes” on unhealthy 
habits (e.g. eating, drinking, smoking)


• Complying with treatment for chronic 
conditions (e.g. hypertension, 
diabetes)

Brain-based, physical difficulty with: 

45

View ADHD 

Through A  

Physical Lens 

46 The physical issues often get overlooked with ADHD, but the research is 
making many connections. So it’s always important to look through the 
physical l ens.

ADHD-Associated Sleep Disorders
1. Sleep Apnea

2. Restless Legs Syndrome (RLS)

3. Delayed Sleep Phase (previous example)

4. Difficulty awakening from “Sleep of the Dead”


Poor Coping Responses and/Or Misinterpretations: 
Remaining “in denial” of sleep issues and “refusing to see a doctor.”  


Play Detective: 
• Sleeping, so unaware of sleep apnea or RLS?

• Last night becomes ancient history the next day

• Sees no tangible connection, between sleep disorder and feeling lousy?

• There is no objective data (e.g., a study measuring oxygen levels)?

• Doesn’t know what kind of doctor to see? Forgets to make appointment?


47

Many Physical Manifestations
• Hearing issues (“auditory processing disorder”)

• Poor coordination (being “awkward” or “clumsy”)

• Not feeling sleepy, hungry, full, like exercising


All of these tend to respond to medication.


48 Effective medication strategies improve some physical issues and 
improve the ability to manage them. For example, treatment can boost 
motivation and follow through on getting regular exercise. It might 
even help you to remember how great you sleep after exercising that 
day—and want to keep doing it.
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Summary
• Adult ADHD is complex 

• Physically

• Emotionally and Psychologically


• So are the individuals affected by it 
• Adults with ADHD

• Partners and Others


• The more we understand the 
complexity, the better we can 
address specific challenges

49

Gracias por su atención

e-mail: 
gina@ginapera.com 

blog: 
ADHDRollerCoster.org

50
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