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Permission to acknowledge the fullness of ADHD 
Managing ADHD eff ectively requires meeting ADHD exactly 
as it is. Below are common ways people avoid addressing their 
ADHD and how permission can open the door to change.

1. Permission to have ADHD
Josue, a devoted father, oft en jokes in session about feeling like 
home is total chaos. Between work, household responsibilities, 
and caring for his children, he constantly feels like he’s falling be-
hind or not doing a good enough job. Yet, despite these struggles, 
he dismisses the idea that an ADHD diagnosis would make any 
real diff erence in his life. As he says, “I’ve managed this long—
what’s a label going to do?”

Many people dismiss their struggles with ADHD, believing 
the thought that they should be able to manage without help—
or worse, something is inherently wrong with them. Some 
avoid diagnosis out of fear, skepticism, or the mistaken belief 
that ADHD isn’t a real medical condition. But ADHD is a real 
and chronic condition that impacts every aspect of life—from 
academics and career to relationships, to physical health and 
overall well-being.

If someone had asthma or diabetes, no one would suggest 
they try harder. Th ey’d encourage seeking appropriate treat-
ment. As a medical disorder, ADHD is no diff erent. Giving 
yourself permission to acknowledge ADHD means setting 
aside self-judgment and exploring evidence-based solutions 
without bias.

Managing ADHD isn’t about blame; it’s about care. Just as 
other medical conditions require a combination of pharmacol-
ogy, behavioral, emotional, and lifestyle interventions, ADHD 
thrives on a multifaceted approach. Th e fi rst step is seeing 
ADHD for what it is—not a personal failing, but a condition 
that requires intentional management.

ADHD potentially aff ects every aspect of life—mentally, 
physically, and situationally. Th e real power any of us has lies in 
how we choose to relate to our reality. Permission to acknowl-
edge ADHD isn’t surrender—it’s the beginning of real, mean-
ingful change. 

Patience and clarity
allow for navigating diff icult situations

with precision and skill.

Mark Bertin, MD, 
and Dana Crews, 
MA, MBSR, CALC

One foundational step in managing ADHD is giving yourself permission to do what needs to be done 
about it. At fi rst, this may feel counterintuitive—aft er all, no one asked for ADHD, and no one sought 
your consent to have it. But in this context, permission means something deeper: recognition, self-
compassion, and insight.

Th e struggle with permission is especially evident in teenagers with ADHD, but applies at any age. Teens oft en reject 
the very support that could help them—refusing medication, coaching, or accommodations for fear of standing out. 
Adults, too, may resist helpful strategies due to internalized stigma, self-doubt, or the lingering belief that they can or 
should just do it on their own.

Permission means acknowledging ADHD while letting go of self-judgment regarding both the diagnosis and the 
interventions needed to manage it. Motivation, emotions, and beliefs profoundly shape behavior. Decision-making 
around ADHD is oft en clouded by internalized judgment or giving up too soon when strategies don’t work right away.

Granting yourself permission—or withholding it—creates a logical chain of cause and eff ect. Denial and avoidance 
limit possibilities, keeping ADHD’s challenges unmanageable. But recognizing ADHD for what it truly is, with self-
compassion, staying proactive, and caring for yourself allows for precision in planning and problem solving.

By giving yourself permission to manage ADHD—such as acknowledging feelings of shame or resistance—you 
transform intention into action, and action into progress.

Mark Bertin, MD, 
and Dana Crews, 
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2. Permission to experience emotions
Monique, a high-achieving university professor and mother of three 
in a blended family, struggles with ADHD. She reports she’s always 
busy and when stress builds up, she snaps at her kids—something she 
feels embarrassed about. She constantly criticizes herself for losing 
patience, replaying these moments in her mind long after they’ve 
passed. As a result, she feels caught in a cycle of guilt and exhaustion.

Emotions shape how we think, feel, and behave —even when 
we’re not fully aware of them. For individuals with ADHD, emo-
tions can be especially difficult to notice and manage. Impulsivity 
and executive function challenges make it more difficult to regu-
late feelings, leading to heightened reactivity, anxiety, and over-
whelm. When emotions become too intense or unpredictable, 
navigating daily life becomes significantly more challenging.

It’s understandable that you feel embarrassment or shame when 
ADHD-related challenges lead to mistakes, forgotten commit-
ments, or a sense of misalignment with your core values. Com-
paring yourself to others who seem to navigate life effortlessly can 
exacerbate those feelings as well. Societal misconceptions about 
ADHD—questioning its legitimacy or minimizing proven treat-
ments—only reinforce self-doubt, making it even harder to trust 
yourself and honor your needs.

In response, some internalize blame, believing they’re lazy, ir-
responsible, or lacking self-discipline. Others direct their frustra-
tion outward, attributing their struggles to work demands, tech-
nology, or unsupportive bosses or spouses. While both reactions 
are common, they create further emotional turbulence that 

significantly impacts thoughts and actions. Without emotional 
awareness, these patterns can take over, hindering problem-solv-
ing and stalling change.

Emotions are not obstacles to be suppressed or ignored—they 
are signals to be understood. Granting yourself permission to ex-
perience emotions without judgment fosters greater emotional 
self-regulation. When you acknowledge your feelings instead of 
pushing them away or ignoring them, you create space to respond 
with clarity and insight to your moment-to-moment experiences.

This shift is life-changing. Emotional awareness empowers you 
to make better decisions, communicate more effectively, and stay 
aligned with your intentions and goals. When you meet emotions 
with acceptance and care, they become guides rather than ob-
stacles—something you can work with instead of something 
working against you.

Recognizing emotions cultivates 
self-regulation. 

Self-regulation creates a space. 
Space lets us connect with our best 

intentions.

3. Permission to need help with your ADHD
Maya, a college student, wants to improve her test scores and writing 
assignments. However, by the end of the day, she feels exhausted and 
lacks the motivation to study or work on long-term projects until the 
last minute. Despite this, she doesn’t consider taking an afternoon 
dose of medication or using it at all on weekends. Maya reports feel-
ing both lazy and guilty for spending the evening or weekends gam-
ing but believes she should simply push herself to work harder.

One of the biggest barriers to ADHD care is the internal voice 
of should. I shouldn’t need so much structure. I should be able to 
handle things on my own. I shouldn’t need reminders, alarms, or 
to-do lists. These beliefs create resistance to the very strategies that 
could make life easier. Proven interventions—whether medica-
tion, coaching, or external supports—can feel too simple to work 
or not how life should be for you. But granting yourself permis-
sion to use what genuinely helps, even if it feels uncomfortable at 
first, is essential to managing ADHD effectively.

For many, even recognizing ADHD-related challenges can feel 
frustrating and discouraging. Impulsivity, procrastination, and 
avoidance often amplify that resistance. And yet, struggles with 
prioritization, time management, and routines aren’t personal 
shortcomings—they’re symptoms of ADHD that require inten-
tional support. Granting yourself permission to manage ADHD 
gives you the freedom to recognize its impact without minimizing 
or ignoring it.
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Asking for help can feel like an admission of inadequacy rather 
than a necessary step toward growth. Yet, skill development in 
any area—whether learning a language, playing an instrument, or 
excelling in a sport—relies on knowledgeable guidance. Manag-
ing ADHD is no diff erent. Support from coaching, therapy, peer 
accountability, or connecting with others who share similar expe-
riences fosters self-awareness and provides practical strategies 
and accommodations for navigating challenges.

Recognizing ADHD’s impact without judgment allows you to 
fully embrace the strategies that support your growth. Managing 
ADHD isn’t about meeting unrealistic expectations—it’s about 
discovering what truly works for you and allowing yourself to use 
it without hesitation.

Awareness without self-judgment
facilitates learning and connection.

Connection supports growth and resilience.

4.  Permission to be inconsistent 
Alex, a talented graphic designer, is passionate about creativity but 
struggles to stick with projects once the initial excitement fades. He 
jumps between hobbies only to abandon them when the novelty 
wears off . While he worries that this pattern makes him fl aky and 
unreliable but has tried productivity apps and says they just don’t 
work for him.

Unrealistic expectations in the face of uneven progress oft en 
leads to frustration and burnout—eventually causing people to 
give up. Inconsistency doesn’t have to be a sign of failure; in fact, 
it’s a natural part of skill-building and growth.

Th ink of how you’d encourage a child learning something new. 
You’d likely off er universal advice: Ask for help when you need it. 
Don’t expect to excel right away. Focus on eff ort, not perfection. As 
with learning an instrument or sport, the same principles apply to 
ADHD. Long-term progress comes from small, sustainable 
steps—not instant mastery.

When ADHD-related strategies don’t work every time, it’s easy 
to feel like you’re doing something wrong, or that the plan itself 
isn’t right. In reality, inconsistency is an expected part of the pro-
cess. A strategy that works some of the time oft en just needs ad-
justment and practice to become more reliable. Managing ADHD 
requires daily fl exibility—experimenting, evaluating, problem-
solving, and refi ning – because that’s what works.

In the meantime, give yourself credit for incremental progress. It’s 
easy to focus on what hasn’t been done rather than what has. A sim-
ple practice: aft er completing any task, take a moment to acknowl-
edge your eff ort and accomplishment before moving on to the next 
task on your calendar. Honoring your strengths and achievements 
reinforces a positive self-image and cultivates persistence.

Permission to try, fail, and keep going is key to long-term suc-
cess. Progress isn’t linear and letting go of rigid expectations al-
lows for the adaptability ADHD demands. Progress with ADHD 
isn’t about perfection—it’s about learning, adapting, and fi nding 
what works for you. Strategies won’t always work the same way 
every time, and that’s okay. Growth happens through experimen-
tation, small wins, and the cognitive fl exibility to keep going.

Letting go of perfection
creates space to experiment, 

supporting problem-solving and persistence.
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5. Permission to be kind to yourself
Ann, a business executive, notices she is significantly more focused 
when working from home than in the office. The open workspace 
environment is filled with constant noise—chatter, ringing phones, 
and background movement—that make it difficult for her to con-
centrate. She knows that wearing noise-canceling headphones would 
help, but she feels too self-conscious to use them in front of her col-
leagues. As a result, she struggles to complete deep-focus tasks and 
often feels drained by the end of the day.

Most of us are familiar with the inner critic, a habitual 
mental commentary that fuels self-doubt, leading to frustra-
tion, discouragement, and giving up too soon. We talk to our-
selves far differently than we would anyone else we care about. 
For those with ADHD—who often face daily struggles—that 
kind of self-criticism can be especially intense. The alternative 
of staying kind to ourselves may feel unnatural, yet research 
shows it increases happiness, persistence, and problem-solv-
ing ability.

Many believe their inner critic keeps them motivated, but the 
opposite proves to be true. Self-judgment drains energy, while 
learning to treat ourselves more as we’d treat a loved one fosters 
resilience and efficiency. Fostering self-compassion also decreases 
a sense of defensiveness, changing how we communicate and 
navigate interpersonal challenges—even in situations which relate 
to ADHD, like forgetfulness or running late. Granting yourself 
permission to be kind in this way is another foundational skill for 
managing ADHD effectively.

Since ADHD inherently creates challenges, negative self-talk 
can become a default pattern. Thoughts like You always mess up 
or You’re not capable of change feel true in the moment but only 
reinforce the struggle. Thankfully, we don’t have to believe every-
thing we think. Research provides an alternative based on fact: 
mindfulness-based practices of self-compassion enhance emo-
tional regulation, reduce stress and anxiety, and promote motiva-
tion and productivity.

Practicing self-compassion
Self-compassion isn’t about forcing positivity—it’s about shifting 
your inner dialogue toward kindness, realistic encouragement 
and engagement. Here’s a practice to try:

Cultivate awareness. 
Focus your attention on the body’s natural movement with 
each breath. Guide yourself with the silent reminder, Breathing 
in, I am aware I’m breathing in. Breathing out, I am aware I’m 
breathing out. When your mind wanders to a thought, image or 
memory, gently return to your breath, without any need for 
frustration or criticism. This simple practice is an act of kind-
ness—allowing yourself to experience whatever is happening, 
without resistance.

Acknowledge connection and common humanity. 
After a few minutes, add a reminder for yourself with each out-
breath, Everyone experiences moments like this. ADHD may bring 
unique struggles, but difficulty is part of our shared human 
experience.

Set an intention for self-kindness. 
After a few minutes, with each breath silently repeat a phrase 
that resonates for you right now, as you’d wish for a loved one: 
May I meet this moment as a friend. May I be strong and kind 
with myself.

There’s no need to force anything—simply practice and notice 
what unfolds. Over time, self-compassion rewires the brain, re-
placing harsh self-judgment with a more motivationally support-
ive inner voice.

Treating ourselves with kindness
improves well-being

while increasing persistence and  
problem-solving ability.

Discovering and allowing
There are no shoulds in ADHD care—only the process of discov-
ering what truly works for you and allowing for those supports. 
When you allow yourself to see clearly, free from shame or com-
parison, you can connect with your innate strengths, resilience, 
and wisdom and manage ADHD more skillfully.  

Mark Bertin, MD, is a developmental pediatrician and the 
author of How Children Thrive (Sounds True, 2018), Mindful 
Parenting for ADHD (New Harbinger, 2015), and Mindfulness 
and Self-Compassion for Teen ADHD (Instant Help, 2021), 
which integrate mindfulness into pediatric care. A faculty 
member at New York Medical College and the Windward 

Teacher Training Institute, Dr. Bertin has served on advisory boards for 
APSARD, ADDitude magazine, Common Sense Media, the Screentime Action 
Network, and Reach Out and Read. His blog is available through www.
psychologytoday.com and elsewhere. For more information, please visit his 
website at www.developmentaldoctor.com.
 

Dana Crews, MA, MBSR, CALC, is a seasoned ADHD life 
coach and certified ADHD educator with nearly twenty 
years of experience in skills training, behavioral health, 
and social work. She specializes in coaching adults and 
emerging adults with ADHD, using evidence-based and 
strengths-focused strategies to build resilience, enhance 

problem-solving, and foster self-awareness. With advanced training in 
mindfulness, meditation, and yoga, she integrates these contemplative 
practices into her coaching to support self-regulation, emotional 
balance, and stress management. Her compassionate, whole-person 
approach—rooted in both professional expertise and personal insight—
empowers clients to navigate life’s challenges with confidence and a 
greater sense of wellbeing. 
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