
F INANCIAL STRESS: it’s in the pile of items-to-be-returned in the hallway, 
the fees for late or missed payments, the nervous laughter when discussing 
retirement plans, and the heated arguments with partners or family mem-

bers. ADHD can contribute to financial stress in many ways: lower expected lifetime 
earnings coupled with higher healthcare costs, reduced savings and access to credit, 
and greater diff iculty making financial decisions and managing money.

In order to reduce ADHD-related fi nancial 
stress, we must identify resources that can help. 
Th is article shares how one resource, fi nancial 
therapy, can support the fi nancial well-being of 
adults with ADHD: what it is, how it works, 
and where to fi nd it.

About financial therapy
Financial therapy is a process focused on ad-
dressing thoughts, feelings, communication, 
and actions related to money. Financial thera-
pists typically have a “home discipline” of a 
mental health or fi nance-related fi eld as well as 
certifi cation through the Financial Th erapy 
Association and/or a graduate study program.

In their work with clients, fi nancial therapists 
help clients set long- and short-term fi nancial 
goals as well as chart paths to achieve them. Th ey 
also help their clients recognize and overcome 
the invisible barriers that prevent intentions from 
becoming actions. Some of these barriers include 
acute or chronic fi nancial anxiety, negative beliefs 
or self-concepts about money, lack of structure to 
support desired behavior changes, and relation-
ship confl icts around money (including fi nancial 
abuse and fi nancial infi delity). Each of these bar-
riers can be especially important to address for 
adults with ADHD, who already face greater 
challenges to their eff orts to achieve and main-
tain fi nancial well-being.

Financial goals
Setting fi nancial goals, such as saving for retire-
ment, involves multiple layers of executive 
functioning. Th is can make fi nancial goal-set-
ting especially diffi  cult for those with ADHD.

In order to set fi nancial goals, clients must 
have the self-awareness to recognize what they 
value and enjoy most in life—and what they 
don’t. For example, some clients may value and 
enjoy travel, but feel they should value home 
ownership instead. Financial therapists help 
clients separate their aspirational or obligatory 
values from actual values through scales and 
assessments and nonjudgmental conversations 
before helping clients set goals. 

Clients must also use their nonverbal and 
verbal working memory as they try to imagine 
their past, present, and future selves while 
holding a myriad of questions and details in 
mind: How old will I be when I retire? What 
kind of lifestyle do I want? Will I need much 
medical care? A fi nancial therapist can help by 
slowing down the process and laying out ques-
tions, options, and relevant details onto a visual 
board with drawings or photos.

When clients have goals that align with 
their actual values, as well as visualizations of 
future scenarios, can  help clients feel more 
emotionally invested in and motivated to pur-
sue their goals.
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Financial anxiety
Everyone feels fi nancial anxiety at times, but it can be hard to 
recognize the ways in which it impacts their fi nancial choices. For 
example, some clients with ADHD respond to fi nancial anxiety 
through impulsive spending, which can momentarily provide a 
dopamine boost. Alternatively, some clients with ADHD handle 
fi nancial anxiety by becoming ultra-frugal, which can relieve 
money worries while increasing stress in other areas. 

Financial anxiety can also contribute to self-blame, social isola-
tion, and lower levels of confi dence, and many adults with 
ADHD report that their symptoms feel worse when they are 
stressed. Financial therapy can help clients notice outward eff ects 
in which fi nancial anxiety is expressed, such as spending habits, 
as well as inward eff ects of fi nancial anxiety that perpetuate pain-
ful cycles. In order to address these cycles, fi nancial therapy 
draws from evidence-based practices and interventions like cog-
nitive behavioral therapy, acceptance and commitment therapy, 
and solution-focused therapy, among others.

Financial therapists also help clients uncover their deeper val-
ues or needs that are being expressed through money. For ex-
ample, clients may be prompted to ask themselves, What does it 
mean when I don’t have “enough?” If I had “enough,” how would 
my life change? For some clients, “enough” means freedom: being 
able to choose how, where, and when to spend their time, while 
for others, it means security for themselves and their extended 
family. It can oft en represent acceptance and love from them-
selves and from others.

Aft er fi nancial therapists help clients understand their deeper 
values or needs, they help their clients identify and pursue addi-
tional ways to live those values or meet those needs. Th is process 
can increase clients’ overall life satisfaction and decrease their 
fi nancial anxiety.

Financial beliefs and biases
Financial therapy addresses fi nancial beliefs and biases that af-
fect our decision-making through a concept called “money 
scripts.” Money scripts are assumptions or beliefs about money 
developed during childhood that infl uence adult fi nancial be-
havior. Th ese scripts are oft en inherited from previous genera-
tions in a family and are infl uenced by culture, community and 
individual experiences, and “fi nancial fl ashpoints,” which are 
money-related early childhood events that leave nearly indelible 
marks on the adult psyche.

Financial therapists can use the Klontz Money Script Inventory 
to assess for dominant scripts like money avoidance, money wor-
ship, money status, and money vigilance, and research has found 
strong evidence for links between money scripts and a variety of 
fi nancial behaviors and outcomes. For clients with ADHD, money 
scripts oft en invisibly infl uence the decision-making process. For 
example, people who score high in the money status script may 
fi nd themselves more prone to impulsive spending on luxury 
goods or gambling as well as diffi  culty communicating openly with 
their spouse regarding their spending.

Financial beliefs and biases are also aff ected by familial pat-
terns regarding fi nancial communication and behavior: what can 
and cannot be discussed, what fi nancial boundaries are allowed, 
and who decides. Bringing these patterns to light can be done 
through the creation of a fi nancial genogram. A fi nancial geno-
gram is a map of current and past family patterns and relation-
ships that includes fi nancial elements like income, fi nancial deci-
sion-making power, fi nancial dependence, fi nancial abuse or ex-
ploitation, and more. 

When working with clients with ADHD, fi nancial therapists will 
also include ADHD-focused elements like specifi c symptom pre-
sentation in family members, how relationships have been aff ected 
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On their own, 
clients are oft en 
unsure where to start, 
so financial therapists 
will oft en first 
address this through 
getting an accurate 
understanding of 
current financial 
behavior. 
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by ADHD, and whether/how families handle ADHD overall. Th e 
creation of an ADHD-focused fi nancial genogram can help clients 
recognize when they have internalized messaging related to family 
patterns regarding ADHD symptoms and fi nances. 

For example, a client may desperately want a diff erent career 
and be fi nancially able to do so, yet hesitate, believing that “re-
sponsible people don’t change jobs midlife.” Th e creation of an 
ADHD-focused fi nancial genogram could help him remember 
that during his childhood, he frequently overheard his parents’ 
frustrations regarding his “irresponsible” aunt, who regularly re-
quested funds from her parents to support her when she was be-
tween jobs. He could then become able to consider whether there 
could be alternative explanations for his aunt’s employment cy-
cles, such as undiagnosed and untreated ADHD. He could also 
question his internalized messaging that changing jobs is always 
“irresponsible”—and if not, what his new defi nition of fi nancially 
responsible career change could look like. 

Financial behavior
One of the most common reasons for seeking out fi nancial thera-
py is to change fi nancial behavior, such as impulse spending, pay-
ing bills on time, and staying on top of fi nancial expectations 
across settings such as loan repayment, retirement planning, tax-
es, and handling unexpected expenses. On their own, clients are 
oft en unsure where to start, so fi nancial therapists will oft en fi rst 
address this through getting an accurate understanding of cur-
rent fi nancial behavior. 

One helpful intervention is the “fi nancial mirror,” an exercise 
adapted from art therapy. Financial mirrors use receipts and oth-
er fi nancial documents as multimedia art pieces to be arranged 
by the client as they refl ect on their current and desired spending 
habits, as well as how they see themselves. 

Financial therapy particularly shines in helping uncover the 
invisible barriers inhibiting behavior change, tailoring recom-
mendations, and scaff olding eff orts over time. Adults with 
ADHD oft en report they’ve tried to change in the past with little 
success and worry that change is not possible for them. Conver-

sations about invisible barriers may identify that they struggle to 
feel motivated to sustain a new behavior over time, have diffi  culty 
with task initiation, or feel lost in certain aspects of fi nancial 
management.

In order to provide tailored recommendations, fi nancial thera-
pists help the client identify their strengths and potential resourc-
es used by others for those barriers. For example, motivation may 
become easier with gamifi ed positive reinforcement strategies, 
task initiation may be easier with body doubling, and providing 
visual guides may help clients feel more capable and confi dent as 
they engage in fi nancial management.

When clients are experiencing times of transition, such as 
launching a child into adulthood, becoming caregivers for aging 
parents, or changing careers, heightened emotions can make fi -
nancial decision-making and positive fi nancial behavior even 
more challenging. Financial therapists work with clients to recog-
nize and plan for these times—reminding clients that the best 
fi nancial plan is one they’ll follow on their worst days, not their 
best days. Th ey also work with families to address the emotional 
aspects of these transitions that are being expressed through 
money conversations, which can reduce relationship confl ict and 
potential estrangements.

Getting financial therapy
Financial therapy is off ered in-person and virtually across the 
United States, though some fi nancial therapists also off er inter-
national services via virtual services. It is typically not covered 
by insurance. Clients may attend fi nancial therapy sessions indi-
vidually, with partners, and/or with family members, such as 
when families would like help planning for transfers of wealth.

While fi nancial therapists share a commitment to promote their 
clients’ fi nancial well-being through supporting thoughts, feelings, 
behavior, and communication related to money, each fi nancial 
therapist is unique in their additional competencies and special-
izations. For this reason, the Financial Th erapy Association main-
tains an interactive, multifaceted database of professionals com-
mitted to promoting a vision of fi nancial therapy: fi nancialthera-
pyassociation.org/fi nd-a-fi nancial-therapist 

Christine Hargrove is a PhD candidate in couple and family 
therapy at the University of Georgia. Her clinical work and 
research focus on supporting individuals, couples, and 
families with ADHD (or ADHD symptoms) to have healthy 
relationships and healthy finances. She has focused the 

advanced portion of her doctoral clinical training on financial therapy 
and working with clients with ADHD. Her educational background is both 
wide and deep, but her goal is to help families with ADHD thrive amidst 
the invisible barriers associated with having ADHD symptoms in a 
neurotypical world.
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