
PROMISING PRACTICES    by Mark Katz, PhD

Mastering Your Adult ADHD 

A CCORDING TO Steven Safren, PhD, a professor 
of psychology at the University of Miami, not all 
adults with ADHD find that medication reduces 

their symptoms enough. And for those who do experi-
ence significant symptom reduction, many still lack the 
concrete skills and strategies needed to help them effec-
tively navigate around areas of persisting challenge.

Thanks to the efforts of Dr. Safren and his colleagues—
Susan Sprich, Carol Perlman, and Michael Otto—there’s 
now a treatment model healthcare providers can use to help 
adults with ADHD master these exact skills and strategies. 

The model, described in their 2017 publication, Master-
ing Your Adult ADHD, draws upon empirically supported 
cognitive behavioral strategies for managing and navigating 
around common ADHD related challenges. An accompa-
nying client workbook was published the same year. These 
2017 publications—second editions of the team’s 2005 pub-
lications—were thoroughly updated to include advances in 
our understanding of adult ADHD as well as our under-
standing of effective cognitive behavioral strategies.

Three core modules
Three core modules comprise the treatment program: 

●● Psychoeducation, organizing, and planning. Partici-
pants learn that ADHD is a neurobiological disorder, a valid 
diagnosis, and not related to laziness or a lack of intelligence. 
They also learn that the cognitive behavioral treatment ap-
proach they’re embarking upon can significantly alleviate 
challenges associated with ADHD. Participants also learn 
how to effectively use a calendar and task list (cornerstones 
of staying organized), systems for filing papers, among other 
organizational and problem solving strategies.

●● Coping with distractibility. Participants who struggle 
to stay focused on lengthy, uninteresting tasks learn how 
to break these tasks down into smaller chunks. They also 
learn how to use timers, cues, and other strategies to 
override distractibility problems.

●● Cognitive restructuring, or adaptive thinking. Par-
ticipants learn positive self-coaching strategies as well as 
how to look at situations more rationally, and how to dis-
pute negative or other unhelpful thoughts.

Two additional one-session modules are included: 
●● Procrastination. Drawing upon skills learned in the 

above three modules, the session helps participants over-
come problems associated with procrastination.

●● An informational session with a spouse, partner, or 
family member. This allows a significant other to better 
understand the nature of the treatment program, along 
with things they can do to help facilitate behavioral change.

Each individual session includes a specific agenda clari-
fying the session’s purpose and the goals to be achieved, a 
review of progress as measured by the Adult ADHD Self-
Report Scale (ASRS), a plan to practice newly learned skills 
and strategies throughout the week, and a review of the 
previous week’s practice experiences. Motivational inter-
viewing strategies are also incorporated to help keep par-
ticipants engaged in the treatment process and reminded 
about their own personal desires for behavioral change. 

Participants will vary in the amount of time it takes for 
them to master new skills. Treatment providers are asked 
not to move on to new skills areas until previous areas 
have been mastered. Clinicians can also customize the SH
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order of sessions to better fit the unique needs of partici-
pants. Some participants, for example, may not struggle 
in some areas addressed in the treatment program but 
struggle significantly in others. 

With sustained practice, participants will find them-
selves better managing daily tasks and responsibilities, 
but ups and downs are to be expected. Treatment provid-
ers remind participants not to expect gains to be linear.

The program was initially developed at the Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy Program at the Massachusetts Gen-
eral Hospital/Harvard Medical School. It was designed 
for adults with ADHD who were taking medication to 
help treat the disorder. When provided in conjunction 
with medication, studies of the program’s effectiveness 
reveal improved outcomes. To learn more, read the study 
by Safren and colleagues published in the Journal of the 
American Medical Association. Treatment providers will 
find more detailed information about the program in the 
second edition of the treatment manual. ●A
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MORE INFORMATION

To access the Adult ADHD Self-Report Scale (ASRS), go to https://www.hcp.
med.harvard.edu/ncs/ftpdir/adhd/18Q_ASRS_English.pdf.

Safren SA, Sprich S, Perlman CA, & Otto MW (2017). Mastering Your Adult 
ADHD: A Cognitive-Behavioral Treatment Program, second edition. New York: 
Oxford University Press.

Safren SA, Sprich S, Perlman CA, & Otto MW (2017). Mastering Your Adult 
ADHD: A Cognitive-Behavioral Treatment Program, Client Workbook, second 
edition. New York: Oxford University Press.
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Take the Brain Skills Test Administered by Clinicians, 
Educators, & Families Over 92,000 Times:

The Gibson Test of Cognitive Skills 
Struggles with thinking, learning, memory, and attention are 
often caused by weak cognitive skills. If you or someone you love is 

struggling in one or more of these areas, The Gibson Test of Cognitive 

Skills is the right place to start. Take the test, and discover the “why” 

behind the struggle.

  readers:
Visit www.GibsonTest.com/Save20  
and get $20 off the price of testing: 
$97 Now only  $77
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