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CONNECTION MATTERS Caroline Maguire, MEd, ACCG, PCC

Coping with Sensory Overload

FOR MANY ADULTS AND CHILDREN with ADHD, 
sensory overload can aff ect relationships. 

When we are fl ooded with sensory informa-
tion, lights feel brighter, sounds are louder, and crowds 
seem to close in on us. Sensory bombardment and over-
whelm can make situations draining and anxiety-provok-
ing. To reduce the eff ects of overstimulation, we may try 
to cope by going quiet or avoiding eye contact. 

For many adults and children with ADHD, sensory 
overload can aff ect the impression we make, how we are 
perceived, and our relationships. A quick exit from a par-
ty, avoidance of social situations, or the sharp tone we 
employ in the moment may make some people think we 
are rude, distant, or upset with them.

First, we must understand how sensory information 
aff ects the ADHD brain.

When one or more of the fi ve senses are fl ooding the 
brain, a person with ADHD may struggle to process the 
competing sensory information. Th e brain, alerted to 
more stimuli than it can process, sounds an alarm that 
danger is near. Th e body instinctually reads this signal as 
a threat and enters fi ght, fl ight, or freeze mode. 

When you experience sensory overload, do your 
friends and family think it is a rejection? Oft en our loved 
ones, partners, and friends do not understand why we 
adults and children with ADHD avoid certain situations, 
grow quiet, or fl ee the scene. Th eir rebuke or confusion 
adds to the feelings of shame and guilt, their misinterpre-
tations add to the overwhelm. You may even wonder, why 
not just stay home?

Well, rather than opting out of all connection, you can 
employ strategies to cope with sensory overload. 

Five Strategies: Be Social and 
Cope with Sensory Overload

1. Share the struggle.
Rather than turning down invitations, ghost-
ing texts, and fl eeing parties with no explana-
tion, confi de in close family and friends. Your 
struggle is real. People who do not struggle 
with sensory bombardment may not under-
stand or cannot parachute into our minds. 
Have a go-to phrase you can use, such as “I 
get very bombarded, this is not the best envi-
ronment for me.” Without your sharing this, 
others can’t support you.

2. Propose alternatives.
Rather than cocooning away from those to 
whom you want to connect, propose an alter-
native. If you know that an environment is 
diffi  cult to navigate and that it is going to 
push all your sensory buttons, perhaps it is 
not the best place to be social. Where else can 
you go together? Is there another activity that 
works? Weigh the benefi ts.

3. Watch for triggers.
If you are aware that sensory overload im-
pacts you or your child, consider when and 
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where circumstances are particularly triggering. Children with 
ADHD may not be able to fully identify and express the impact 
of sensory stimuli on their behavior. Watch for reactions and 
look for events and settings that precede a meltdown. Ask your 
child what the place or circumstance felt like to help them bet-
ter forecast an upcoming trigger.

4. Engage in a pre-game strategy.
Parties, concerts, hallways, or subway stations crushing with 
people can be full of competing sensory information. Identify 
calming techniques that help you avoid or lessen a tailspin. Be-
fore the event, practice techniques such as mindfulness and self-
talk to center, reassure, and calm your limbic system. Self-care 
such as hydration, sleep, and nourishment can be benefi cial, too.

5. Preplan for the event.
If you must go somewhere that is a triggering, have a plan. Per-
haps enter with a buddy, arrive later or earlier, or plan to stay 
only until things are at a tipping point. Bombardment of sen-
sory stimuli and the cascade that leads to fi ght, fl ight, or freeze 
will make it hard to pay attention to social cues and read the 
room. Take steps to protect yourself like lessening auditory trig-
gers with earphones, choosing seats out of the fray, and going at 
times with less traffi  c, noise, and people to prevent overwhelm. 

Sensory overload is common for people with ADHD of all 
ages. Some of the symptoms of ADHD—such as self-regula-
tion and trouble paying attention to what’s going on around 
you—may themselves induce sensory overload. When you’re 
not tuned in, sensory information can sneak up on you.

If you are still aff ected strongly even aft er employing these 
strategies, you may need to seek medical advice. Th ere are 
treatments for sensory overload, so don’t hesitate to bring this 
challenge up to a medical professional. 

Whatever it takes, be sure to stay connected. Life is so much 
better when it is shared. 

Caroline Maguire, MEd, ACCG, PCC, works with children who 
struggle socially and the families who support them. She earned 
her master’s degree with a specialization in social emotional 
learning from Lesley University. The author of the award-winning 
book, Why Will No One Play with Me, Maguire is the founder 

of the SEL training methodology designed to teach emotional regulation, social 
and self-awareness, and responsible decision-making skills. She founded the only 
coach training program accredited by the ICF, The Fundamentals of ADHD 
Coaching for Families. Maguire practiced as a social skills clinician at the 
Hallowell Center Boston then formed her private practice. She is a sought-after 
lecturer and workshop facilitator, a social skills columnist for CHADD’s Attention
magazine, and a contributor to numerous other many revered publications. 
Follow her @AuthorCarolineM and download her free video “How to Tell a 
Tighter Story.” Learn more at www.CarolineMaguireAuthor.com.

5October 2021


