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Set a resilient foundation
We all do a better job of being wise, calm, and intentional about 
emotional responses when we’ve gotten enough sleep, are gener-
ally eating healthy enough, and are getting some regular exercise. 
And let’s throw in practicing mindfulness for bonus points. Th is is 
all easy to say—and also harder to be consistent about if your 
ADHD is casting too long a shadow on your life.

Th is is the foundation for resilient emotional regulation that 
will aff ect how you feel and function, so this is your fi rst place to 
take some steam out of those strong emotional responses that can 
feel like a runaway train.

Manage stress
We all tend to be more reactive when we feel stressed out, 
burned out, and/or overwhelmed. When the demands exceed 
our coping skills, our emotional regulation ability drops off , so 
our responses tend to be more unfi ltered. We probably also have 
less ability to motivate ourselves to start or persist on those tasks 
that would reduce our burden or to advocate eff ectively for our-
selves (more on this below), so we continue to feel like we’re 
drowning. Obviously, no one is bringing their best in these mo-
ments. Th erefore, part of managing your emotions involves man-
aging your overall stress level.

If your ADHD is making it harder to do what you need to do, 
then perhaps you would benefi t from starting or adjusting your 
medication or meeting with a therapist or coach. Or maybe the 
problem is more specifi c to your job. For example, a client recent-
ly told me that he doesn’t have the spreadsheet skills that would 
make his job much easier, so he is going to seek out a coworker to 
show him how to do what he needs to do.

If you worry about the quality of your work, perhaps because of 
your ADHD, you may feel self-conscious about asking for help for 
fear that it will reveal what you don’t know. Th at is indeed a risk, 

in which case you may be better off  learning the necessary skills 
on your own. However, most coworkers are willing to overlook a 
lack of knowledge from someone who is actively trying to fi ll that 
gap. Besides, if you don’t really know how to do something, it’s 
probably not as much of a secret as you hope it is.

Feeling eff ective in your work will not only help you chip 
away at your to-do list more quickly, but will also give you the 
confi dence to be able to handle whatever gets thrown at you. 
Th is will give you more emotional resilience to handle some-
thing blowing up.

Set appropriate limits
Sometimes the problem isn’t your ability to get things done, but 
rather that there’s just too much to do. Th is might be that your 
boss or customers keep piling it on. Or it may be more self-
imposed if you tend to take on projects quicker than you com-
plete them. Th e problem may be more specifi c, like if you feel 
like you must agree to do something that you really don’t want 
to do. Whether you feel generally overwhelmed or more spe-
cifi cally trapped, it burns up a lot of self-management juice to 
carry this stress.

Th erefore, it’s important to know what you can actually handle 
before you take something on. You might begin this by being bet-
ter about keeping your schedule and to-do list current, so you can 
see what you already have on deck. Th en you may need to spend 
some real cognitive eff ort to think about this new task, how you 
feel about it, how it ranks relative to what else you need to do, 
whether you can pull it off  under the requested timeline, what the 
potential consequences would be for saying no, and so on. Th ere’s 
a lot that might go into that decision.

If you feel like you drop the ball too oft en, you may feel like you 
don’t have the social capital to say no, that you kind of owe it to 
the other person to say yes because you need to make up for all 

Folks with ADHD tend to feel their emotions more strongly.
Th is also means that you then tend to wear those emotions on your sleeve and to be more infl uenced to act 
on your emotions. Th is can make you a lot of fun to be around: “Let’s go to the beach today!” But when 
those stronger emotions are irritation, frustration, or anger, they can have serious social consequences, espe-
cially in the workplace.

Of course, you probably have some valid reasons for those emotions, but it’s important to express them in 
the right ways at the right times, so that you feel good aft erward about how it all worked out. It’s easy to blow 
a good message with a bad delivery—or to tarnish a good reputation.

So, let’s talk about some ways to still be yourself, but with perhaps a bit of a longer fuse as you deal with 
the demands at work. Th e good news is that there are a number of places that you can act to improve your 
emotional regulation.
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MANAGE THOSE BIG ADHD EMOTIONS AT WORK

those times that you messed up. It’s possible that the oth-
er person has said this, but it may also be mostly your 
own guilt talking. Feeling trapped in this dilemma 
will burn up a bunch of your emotional regula-
tion energy.

You may fi nd it helpful to have a more 
direct conversation with the other 
person about how they feel about 
your performance and reliabil-
ity and what their expecta-
tions are for you. You may 
be nervous to open that 
conversation, but you may 
fi nd that your anxiety about it is 
worse than what the other person 
says. If they do confi rm your fears, 
then take a few deep breaths and move the 
conversation to what you can do to better 
meet their expectations. Maybe see if they can be 
fl exible about how you do the work or the timing, so 
you’re more likely to give them what they want.

You may also have times when a cowork-
er or your boss is having a bad day and you 
need to deal with it. Part of emotional regu-
lation involves managing our own emo-
tions in the face of someone else’s emotions. 
Before jumping into action, try to take a 
moment to think about what’s going on 
and maybe ask some questions: What ex-
actly are they upset about? Do you have a 
role to play in addressing this? Do you want to? It’s a positive to be 
collaborative, but this may not be your problem to solve, and may-
be the best thing you can do is stay calm until they are, too.

Keep your head on
Emotional regulation begins with emotional awareness: How am 
I feeling right now? And why? Racing from one task to the next 
or just being tuned out robs us of those small check-in moments. 
Use the times that are already in your day—like waiting for an 
elevator, when you get back to your desk aft er a meeting, in the 
bathroom, or any other time there is a break in the action. Th ere’s 
a temptation to grab our phones, but instead make a point some-
times of taking your emotional temperature. Mindfulness, thera-
py, coaching, or just talking to a friend provide an opportunity to 
notice and understand better what’s going on in your life and how 
you’re doing with it.

If work is really getting to you, you may also fi nd it helpful to 
talk to a coworker—or perhaps with a colleague who works else-
where. Th ey may have some suggestions, but even just a support-
ive ear can bring you back to emotional center. Resist the 

temptation to just complain or trash your coworkers; it 
feels satisfying in the moment, but it doesn’t really 

make you feel better aft erwards. Instead, try to fo-
cus more on what you can do to change the 

situation—or recognize that you can’t do 
much about it and need to work on ac-

cepting it. Th is means doing your 
best to let go some of the feelings 

about the situation.
If you fi nd that you’re 

reacting more strongly to 
a situation than it seems 

like you should be (or maybe 
than someone else thinks), then 

take a moment to think about why. 
We all have certain situations that really 

get us going, so what’s getting triggered for 
you here? What does this situation remind 

you of and do to you? It can be really hard to be 
objective in these moments, so you will probably fi nd 

it helpful to take a break if you can. Tell the person you 
will call them back. Take a walk down the 
hall. Wait before sending that email re-
sponse. If you can’t leave the situation, like 
when you’re in a meeting, then look away 
from the person who is fi ring you up and 
try to think of other things until that 
strong emotion starts to drop off .

You may also fi nd it helpful in these hot 
situations to remind yourself of the bigger 

picture. For example, the problem with your project is frustrating 
but isn’t the end of the world. Or you can remind yourself that you 
don’t need to respond to that snarky comment because you’re bet-
ter than that. When it’s your boss or a coworker who is behaving 
badly, give them the grace that you would give yourself. Remind 
yourself that they have their own struggles, some of which you 
don’t know about, and that how they’re treating you may not be 
about you. You don’t need to take it personally. Be the bigger per-
son in that moment.
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