LAUNCHING

WITH ADHD

Margaret H. Sibley, PhD

HE TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD is a highly chal-

lenging time for individuals with ADHD. In fact, the

gap between youth with ADHD and their peers wid-

ens after high school. While many eighteen- and
nineteen-year-olds without ADHD move out of the house, enroll
in higher education, and begin mature relationships, individuals
with ADHD often struggle to launch into adulthood.

Young adults with ADHD are eleven times more likely than
peers to be both unemployed and not in school. Those who enroll
in college are more likely to fail courses and drop out. Those who
choose employment earn lower wages and change jobs more fre-
quently. Young adults with ADHD are more likely to live with
family, less likely to have a savings account or credit card, and re-
port higher rates of depression, problems with marijuana, and
lower life satisfaction.

The good news is that these outcomes are not set in stone.
About half of young adults with ADHD learn to effectively man-
age their symptoms and are finding a niche that suits them. So,
what can we do to help young people with ADHD move toward
this positive path?

Strategies that build motivation

There are a range of strategies that can help a person with ADHD
learn to effectively manage their symptoms. Besides medication,
these include using time management tools, schedules, lists, orga-

nization systems, and learning to write things down. However,

you may have noticed that it can feel nearly impossible to moti-
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vate young people with ADHD to use these strategies. My team’s
research shows that 75% of adolescents with ADHD say that they
dislike using organization strategies! About 60% are willing to use
them anyway but eventually end up forgetting to do so consis-
tently. We also know that many teens with ADHD are uninter-
ested in taking medication, because they do not like the way it
makes them feel.

If you have tried to get help for your teen with ADHD, you
may have noticed them say things like “T am fine, I dont need
this help,” “T am embarrassed about doing this program,” “I don’t
care about doing better;” or “I am just not good at school” Some
parents become exhausted trying to help their teen succeed. They
give up trying. Others double down and become the teen’s per-
sonal assistant. Neither of these cycles feels good to parents.

You may be asking yourself, what good is teaching teens new
tools if they aren’t going to do them anyway? How do you build
self-motivation to care about doing your best so that the teen suc-
cessfully launches into young adulthood?

If you have ever taken your teen with ADHD to a psychologist,
you may have been told to create rewards systems at home to mo-
tivate your teenager. Maybe you tried to require two hours of
homework time before your teen could access electronics. For a
long time, rewards programs were the only known tool for moti-
vating adolescents with ADHD. In truth, this tool can be power-
ful under some circumstances, particularly when natural conse-
quences are insufficiently motivating. However, this strategy does
not address long-term motivation and it does not address self-
motivation. Once rewards systems are discontinued, adolescents
usually go back to their original behavior.

It turns out that the biology and life experience of a person
with ADHD lead to many simultaneous motivation impairments.
You may have noticed that your teen has less interest in school,
friendships, or extracurriculars than other kids. Adolescents with
ADHD are less motivated by natural rewards, are less likely to set
long-term goals, and have trouble with consistency. They often
lack a sense of urgency and demonstrate low autonomy, becom-
ing reliant on others for prompts and reminders. Even when their
intentions are good, they may forget their reasons for wanting
to try hard, believe that they are inferior to others, and feel
that self-improvement is impossible. Research suggests
that the self-motivation deficits of people with ADHD are
a multi-pronged problem. Therefore, addressing these
difficulties requires a multi-pronged approach.

We are moving out of the era of the one-pronged ap-
proach to motivating people with ADHD using only re-
wards and towards greater recognition that self-motivation
builds slowly. Self-motivation cannot be summoned rapidly
(i.e., in ten weeks of psychological treatment)! Rather, it is built
over time by the small actions taken each day by parents, educa-
tors, and adult allies of youth with ADHD. Below I offer nine
small things you can do to start this journey.
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Help adolescents with ADHD discover their

interests.
Pleasure-based motivation systems are relatively intact in people
with ADHD. More than people without ADHD, those with ADHD
need to find educational and/or career paths that hold their interest
long-term. Helping a teen identify productive areas of genuine inter-
est may spark them into lifelong interests that become their liveli-
hood, even if they are not what you had envisioned as a parent.

Watch for environmental fit.

Help adolescents with ADHD find environments that value
their strengths. Avoid environments that lead to demoralization.
Protecting self-esteem is critical. You can help an adolescent
gather information about a wide range of career and educational
options, weighing the pros and cons of each environments fit.

Research suggests that the
self-motivation deficits of people with ADHD
are a multi-pronged problem.
Therefore, addressing these difficulties
requires a multi-pronged approach.




Set goals using baby steps.

Help the teen set their own goals. These goals should repre-
sent baby steps (just a little more than you are seeing from them
now). Focus on better performance not good performance. Most
importantly, goals should be personally meaningful to the youth.

Create accountability and limits.

Adolescents with ADHD need consequences to create guard
rails. They may not immediately respond to consequences and
may even get angry when asked to accept limits. Consequences
should be discussed in advance, rather than imposed as a reac-
tion to a negative behavior. Doing so helps a teen learn good de-
cision-making by making consequences predictable. Many youth
with ADHD respond best to immediate consequences—and
small consistent consequences are actually more effective than
big unpredictable punishments. Only set consequences you are
prepared to follow through on and make sure the punishment fits
the crime (for example, an apology letter for being disrespectful,

gardening tasks on Saturday for sneaking onto video games in
the middle of the night).

Keep a home routine.

Adolescents with ADHD like unstructured environments
(“going with the flow”), but they usually underperform in them.
Consistent home routines create daily structures that cue respon-
sible behaviors like homework and chores. You can strategically
build in incentives (such as electronics time starts after home-
work, dessert comes after dishes) and avoid placing hard-to-stop
activities right before important responsibilities (for example,
watch one Netflix episode to unwind after school because it has a
clear end time unlike video games). Good structure reduces the
need for reminders and punishments.

Manufacture opportunities for autonomy.
Parents can offset restrictions on freedoms by creating
healthy opportunities for independence building.
Though it may feel unnatural, look for opportunities
to grant responsibilities in situations with low
consequences for failure. Doing so will allow
the teen to practice decision-making, planning,
and self-sufficiency. Because the teen may not be
self-motivated yet, you may need to go out of your
way to research community activities that promote
these skills or give teen special responsibilities that promote
autonomy (cooking dinner, sending oft with a shopping list, plan-
ning a weekend vacation for the family).

Build self-confidence.

Adolescents with ADHD have lower self-esteem than
peers—they receive a higher level of negative feedback from oth-
ers. Help your teen gain skills in areas where they have natural
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interests. Let them see themselves being successful, putting them
in a position to hear more good messages about themselves than
negative ones. Go out of your way to draw attention to your teen’s
positive actions. Help them find in-person friends who are ac-
cepting and share their interests.

Hold a weekly meeting.

A weekly meeting with the teen can be held at a favorite cof-
fee shop, diner, or park. This meeting creates proactive and enjoy-
able, rather than reactive and stressful, discussions about impor-
tant topics. Plan out meeting topics in advance (for example, rec-
ognizing positive efforts, looking at grades online, reviewing re-
sponsibilities, problem-solving challenges, researching a new ac-
tivity, asking teen for feedback).

Elicit, don’t impart.

Promote self-exploration. Avoid shaming the teen when you
are frustrated with their decisions. Avoid arguing or trying to
convince them that they are wrong. Elicit from the teen their own
ideas about changes they would like to make, listening in a way
that shows you heard. Use open-ended questions to get them
thinking (such as, if you could have three wishes, what would they
be?). Ask them to outline their own plans before you step in. Let
them try things that you know will not work. Debrief afterwards
to help them process what happened and learn from mistakes.

Adult allies! You will take a lot of actions on this journey that
will show no immediate results. Take them anyway. It is the small
things you do over time that will make a difference in the long
run, preparing the teen to be a self-motivated adult who success-
fully manages ADHD. @
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