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Praise for Melissa Orlov and The ADHD Effect on Marriage

This book provides an incredibly valuable service to those struggling in a marriage with ADHD. Written by someone who has been there and knows firsthand how ADHD can disrupt a marriage, it will help couples truly understand ADHD, realize they are not alone, and teach them what specifically can be done to align together as a team to turn things around. Ms. Orlov has done a wonderful job of providing knowledge, awareness, and hope to those who sorely need it.

Kevin Murphy, PhD
Coauthor of ADHD in Adults: What the Science Says

Melissa Orlov is one of the foremost authorities on ADHD and relationships in the world today.

Dr. Edward Hallowell
Coauthor of Driven to Distraction and Married to Distraction

Millions of adults with ADHD struggle to overcome their inattention, procrastination, impulsivity, and distractibility. Yet few realize that after they marry, these same symptoms can severely affect their loved ones, often with disastrous results. Melissa Orlov offers a unique and refreshing approach to helping ADHD couples understand the underlying issues caused by ADHD that can negatively impact their relationship. Her methods are built upon years of experience and offer couples hope and guidance. Most importantly, her strategies prepare them to make smart choices to build happier, healthier futures. This book is long overdue and much needed!

Nancy Ratey, EdM, MCC, SCAC
Author of The Disorganized Mind: Coaching Your ADHD Brain to Take Control of Your Time, Tasks, and Talents

The ADHD Effect is an exceptional book that addresses the complexity of the relationship between partners whose lives are affected by ADHD while presenting sound family system principles in an easy-to-understand and accessible way. Through real-life accounts in the words of adults whose marriages have been affected in this way, as well as by revealing her personal journey, Ms. Orlov provides the reader with specific ways to apply these concepts to their own partnerships. I would highly recommend this book to my clients, their partners, and to couple therapists who want to learn to effectively guide couples in marriages challenged by The ADHD Effect.

Ms. Orlovs book provides what many leave outempathy for both partners. She offers a no-blame, nonjudgmental account of the differences and struggles of each partner, with equal amounts of respect, understanding, and empathy for the experience of both. This is a recipe for success for all partnerships.

The ADHD Effect manages to be both positive and realistic at the same time. Ms. Orlov does not underplay the challenges, but also does not pathologize or ignore the gifts and contributions each can make when ADHD is acknowledged, treated, understood, and accepted. The book balances real-life accounts that dont gloss over or minimize the difficulty of the struggle with the positive and hopeful view that through understanding, couples can come to an even closer connection. The books basic underpinning is the idea that when individuals in a marriage stop wishing for their partners to change in ways that are not possible because of their basic biology, and instead focus on acceptance, sound strategies, and communication, their marriage can be strengthened and their differences can enliven their relationship instead of threaten it.

Sari Solden, MS, LMFT
Author of Journeys Through ADDulthood (www.ADDjourneys.com)

If you are in a marriage affected by ADHD, this book is a must read for both spouses. Save yourselves years of pain and develop the loving marriage you both deserve by reading this book and applying the information Orlov shares from her heart.

Jonathan Scott Halverstadt, LMFT
Author of ADD & Romance

We adore this book! Its a comprehensive guide to dealing with the impact of ADHD on your marriage without making either partner wrong. Readers will find a wealth of information and support as well as practical tips, exercises, and stories. Our hats are off to Melissa Orlov for writing this much-needed book.

Kate Kelly and Peggy Ramundo
Coauthors of You Mean Im Not Lazy, Stupid or Crazy?!
(www.adhdcoaching.com)

Orlovs work is a beacon of light and hope, offering strategies that help couples feel happier and more satisfied.

Ari Tuckman, PsyD, MBA
Author of More Attention, Less Deficit
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Foreword

I will never forget meeting Melissa Orlov for the first time. She was a trustee at Phillips Exeter Academy, a prep school in New Hampshire that both of us had attended. She was doing some research at the school, and she thought I might be helpful to her. Since one of the truest loves in my life is for that school, I gladly agreed.

We met at a seafood restaurant in Cambridge called Summer Shack. Melissa arrived first. When I arrived and scanned the room, the only person I saw was someone I took to be a man because the persons hair was cut so short. This turned out to be Melissa. Her hair is much, much longer now!

She has changed in many more ways than that, as has her husband George. When I first met him, he was a short, wiry, strong-willed man who held the typical male position that he pretty much had things figured out. On the other hand, he was curious enough to learn new stuff. For example, he was willing to learn about his own ADHD. He is still a short, wiry, strong-willed man. But he has learned a lot.

Melissa and George have becomein my eyes, at leastheroes. They are heroes because they faced down dragons, fire-breathing dragons as dangerous as any Sir Gawain ever fought, and they did so with courage, grace, and honesty. They yanked their marriage from the jaws of defeat and have placed it now in a secure and joyful spot.

Having been a psychiatrist for more than three decades, I have learned what usually happens when marriages go as wrong as Georges and Melissas had gone. Usually, harsh words follow harsh deeds, betrayals surface, old wounds get ripped open, attack supplants understanding, friends take sides, the members of the couple busily justify their respective positions, blame is affixed and all but notarized, feelings sour, fond memories fade, children suffer, relatives fret, the lives of many people warp, and what once was love becomes a rancid concoction.

But Melissa and George said no to this usual way. They created a different way for themselves and their marriage. They looked at each other and asked, Why not choose love? And then they set about the painstaking, arduous task of rebuilding a relationship that many had written off as a lost cause.

Piece by piece, behind closed doors, they put back together an edifice that had fallen apart. Piece by piece they put back together hearts that each had broken. Piece by piece, they reassembled what each had smashed to smithereens. Day after day, week after week, month after month they did the seemingly impossible work of forgiving, understanding, connecting, and reigniting true and honest love.

One reason they are heroes in my book is that they totally defied the odds and gave me a precedent I can cite when cynics tell me that it cant be done. Many people in the field of mental health become quite cynical by the time they reach my age (sixty), and they utter wary, weary cautions against getting ones hopes up.

But Melissa and George proved that lost love can turn into a love even better than the love that was lost. This is an heroic achievement, worthy of celebration, dont you agree?

To me, this book is that celebration. And true to form, they turned their celebration into a gift for others.

Over the past five years, Melissa has been an ardent student of how ADHD influences relationships. She has studied and studied, listened and listened, and learned and learned. I daresay she is one of the foremost authorities on ADHD and relationships in the world today. Every day, from blogging to speaking to people on the phone, she offers advice based on not only her firsthand experience but also the immense knowledge she has gained through study.

She and George have had the courage to tell the world about what went wrong for them. But this book is far from a confession. It is a shrewd and smart compendium of strategies, tricks, ploys, and gambits. It is a brilliant compilation of what you can do if you are in a marriage in which one or both of you has ADHD. It is a lifesaver of a book. It is the best kind of a book, a book that can change lives for the better, and dramatically so.

Because she does not have a degree in medicine or mental health, Melissa at times wondered whether she is qualified to write this book. From her humility emerged her tenacious dedication to the task of learning everything she possibly could that might help others. As Ive stated, she now is far more expert than most experts.

But she also has what few experts have. She has the benefit of her own suffering. She has the benefit of having weathered the worst kind of storm. She has the benefit of having lived what shes talking about. And she has the benefit of having prevailed.

You can trust this woman, this couple, and this book. You can learn from whats here, you can grow using whats here, and, as Melissa and George did, you can recreate love.

Edward M. Hallowell, MD
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A Few Notes About This Book

Technically, ADD no longer exists. ADHD is currently the official medical name for attention deficit disorder, with subtypes: essentially one with hyperactivity, one with distraction as the predominant feature, and one with both.*

While I will focus on common patterns in this book, ADHD does present itself differently in different people. So a statement made about people with ADHD or non-ADHD spouses is a generalization, and it should be remembered that any individual may or may not exhibit that specific characteristic.

You will find that while I try to mix up the genders of the spouse with ADHD throughout the bookboth men and women have it, after allmany examples use the masculine for the ADHD partners. This does not reflect a bias on my part. Rather, it seems that more women than men seem to be searching the Internet for relationship information and landing at my blog and forum, from which most of the examples in this book originate.

The information in this book applies not just to couples in which one spouse has ADHD, but also to couples in which both partners have ADHD. In dual-ADHD households it is often the case that one partner is better at controlling ADHD symptoms. Sometimes that partner resents the less organized spouse, thinking, If I can make the effort to control ADHD, why cant my partner? and some of the patterns described in this book develop. But dual-ADHD couples can also find that their intimate knowledge of ADHD helps them appreciate each other more, even if things can get chaotic.

*The psychiatric diagnostic manual is currently being updated. Part of the conversation for the next version includes whether to return to recognizing an ADHD with hyperactivity and an ADD without. In addition, there is discussion about separating adult ADHD from childhood ADHD. Whether an ADHD spouse is hyperactive does not matter for the purposes of this book.


Understanding ADHD in Your Marriage


The ADHD Effect
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It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity.

Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities

Marriages affected by ADHD, like all marriages, range from highly successful to completely disastrous. It is safe to say, though, that those distorted by ADHD symptoms sit squarely in the worst of times. Pain and anger abound. During the worst times, you can barely talk to each other. When you do, you rarely agree or see things the same way. Youre frustrated that youve gotten to this point, and youre incredulous that you havent been able to make things better. Both of you have begun to suspect that your spouse doesnt really want to improve things. If he or she did, wouldnt things have gotten better by now?

If you are married to a person who has (or might have) ADHD, you might feel ignored and lonely in your relationship. Your spouse never seems to follow up on what he agrees to doso much so that you may feel as if you really have another child in your home instead of an adult. You feel youre forced to remind him all the time to do things. You nag, and youve started to dislike the person youve become. The two of you either fight often or have virtually nothing to say to each other that either of you finds meaningful. You are frustrated that your spouse seems to be able to focus intently on things that interest him, but never on you. Perhaps worst of all, you feel intense stress from not knowing whether you can rely on him and feeling saddled with almost all of the responsibilities of the household, while your spouse gets to have all the fun.

If you have ADHD, (or think you do), you may feel as if the person you married is buried deep within a nagging monster that lives in your home. The person you had cherished has been transformed into a control freak, trying to manage every single detail of your life together. No matter how hard you try, you can never do well enough for your spouse, even if you are successful elsewhere, such as in your work. The easiest way to deal with her is simply to leave her alone. Youre willing to admit that you make mistakes sometimes, but so does sheand certainly, no one is perfect. You wish she would just relax once in a while and live life as a happy person, instead of a harpy.

If either of these descriptions sounds familiar, you are suffering from what I call the ADHD effect. Your courtship was happy and exciting (and often fast), but your marriage has been completely different. You may feel desperately unhappy and lonely, and your partner isnt even aware of iteven if youve tried to talk about it. You fight and nag much more than you expected, and life often seems depressingly up and down and out of control. The underlying reason could be that ADHD symptomsand the responses both of you have to those symptomshave been destroying your partnership.

The good news is that understanding the role that ADHD plays can turn your marriage around. In The ADHD Effect on Marriage, you will learn how to identify ADHD and the issues it brings to marriages, as well as specific steps you can take to begin to rebuild your lives.

You will be surprised by the consistency and predictability of the patterns in marriages affected by ADHD. These patterns start with an ADHD symptom that triggers a series of predictable responses in both spouses, creating a downward spiral in your marriage. In this case, knowledge is power. You both contribute to these patterns. If you know what they are, you can also change them or avoid them altogether.

This book is the guide my husband and I wish we had from the beginning. It will take you through the steps needed to regain your footing in your relationship, repair the emotional damage, and create a path into a brighter and more satisfying future. Youll find out that your problems arent because of character flaws or failings, but are the result of the ADHD effectand that the two of you together can overcome it. Youll learn how to put ADHD back where it belongs: as just one of many aspects of your lives, not as the overwhelming determinant of your days.

The Stakes Are High:
The Research on Divorce and ADHD

The stakes are high. Research on how ADHD affects marriage suggests that many of these marriages founder under the misunderstandings and issues that ADHD symptoms add to the relationship. It is quite possible that you are currently considering divorce, or have done so at some point in your marriage. If so, you would not be alone.

According to one study, a person who has ADHD is almost twice as likely as one who does not have ADHD to be divorced. A different study suggests that 58 percent of relationships with at least one person with ADHD are clinically dysfunctionaltwice that of the non-ADHD population.1 These frightening statistics reinforce just how difficult many of these relationships become. However, these statistics do not mean that people with ADHD cant make good spouses. In these marriages, both partners fall victim to a combination of ADHD symptoms and their mutual responses (and lack of responses) to those symptoms.

I see evidence of this every day. Thousands of couples have shared their ADHD marital stories at www.adhdmarriage.com, the blog and forum I have run with Dr. Edward Hallowell since 2007. The challenges these couples face are significant, as well as often shockingly familiar. They share their deepest feelings, experiences, and dreams.

Untreated or incompletely treated ADHD can be really hard to live with for both partners. Symptoms create real physical, financial, and mental hardship. But there is something else going on, too. What I have observed at the blog, as well as in my consulting practice with couples, is that a great deal of damage is caused by lack of knowledge about, and misinterpretation of, ADHD symptoms. Couples who learn about the specific patterns that emerge in these relationships can learn how to avoid them. Thats why this book addresses all of the following:


	Identifying and interpreting ADHD symptoms in adults

	Why treating ADHD effectively is critical, and what effective treatment looks like within a relationship

	Finding ways to interact that are positive for both of you while taking the presence of ADHD into account



The Rewards of Rebuilding Your ADHD-Affected Marriage

A brief overview of my own story will demonstrate that even the most dysfunctional marriages can improve and thrive with the right knowledge, understanding, compassion, emotional strength, and a determination to move past marital history.

Like many couples, my husband and I had no idea that one of us had ADHD. I had fallen in love with my husbands brilliance, sharp wit, and penchant for adventure. He is a lover of music, food, and wine, and he breathed unexpected excitement into my life with love, attention, gifts, and surprise trips. He focused on me with a ferocity that both surprised and flattered me. He was accomplished and professionally successful, yet warm; when I got sick on our first date, I was touched that he tucked me under a blanket on the sofa and made me hot tea.

But in its early years, our marriage began to fall apart, despite the fact that we loved each other. I couldnt understand how someone who had started out so attentive could now ignore me and my needs so completely, or be so consistently inconsistent when it came to carrying his weight around the house and with the children. He sometimes helped out, but usually didnt, and often seemed to be unaware of my existence. As it turned out, he was equally confused and annoyed. How could the woman he had married, who had seemed so warm and optimistic, change into an exhausted nag who wouldnt give him a break and wouldnt leave him alone?

By our ten-year anniversary, we were completely dysfunc tional as a couple and contemplating divorce. We were held together only by our desire to raise our children well and a feeling deep inside that we ought to be able to do better. We were angry, frustrated, completely disconnected, and deeply unhappy. I was clinically depressed. Around that time, our daughter, at age nine, was diagnosed with both a math learning disability and ADHD.

We did not know that ADHD is extremely heritablecomparable in its heritability to height.2 If you have a child with ADHD, chances are good that one of the biological parents has ADHD. Eventually, we learned of this connection and confirmed through a full evaluation that my husband has ADHD. This started a battle over whether he should treat it, and how heand Ishould respond. This kind of battle is typical. For some people the diagnosis is a relief and a new beginning; for others, like my husband, it seems a threat to their status, self-knowledge, and self-image. How much should one change? For whom is one changing? Over time, and with the right kinds of support, most with ADHD can accept the implications of their diagnosis and make their lives, and the lives of their partners, better.

Discovering that one or both of you has ADHD is just the beginning. Medication is the most efficient way to jump-start treatment, but it does not effectively treat ADHD in marriages without the addition of behavioral changes. These changes must be voluntary. No matter how much a non-ADHD spouse may want to, she cant make her spouse do certain things like be more organized or more attentive. Furthermore, these changes must come from both partners. Changes only in the ADHD spouse dont resolve the marriages issues. We learned both ideas the hard way, mostly at my husbands expense, as I kept trying to force him to do things differently. The harder I pushed, the more he resisted, and the worse our relationship became. Sound familiar?

I am asking you to come on a journey of change, not offering a quick fix. (If I did offer that, would you believe that I can deliver it?) The rewards of the journey are worth it. My husband and I have moved from completely dysfunctional to almost ridiculously happy. We are thriving as individuals and feel that our relationship is stronger now than it has ever been. Back in love, we feel safer and more optimistic than on the day we married over twenty years ago. My husbands ADHD symptoms are under control, and I have a much stronger understanding and appreciation of the effort that takes. Unlike during our difficult times, we know and accept each others faults and rejoice in each others strengths. Our pride in our ability to pull ourselves back from the brink helps us to celebrate our feelings in ways that are loving and supportive. We wont ever go back to our difficult past, and have crafted a new relationship and brilliant future.

You can do this, too. You can move past your current unhappiness and create something better than you could have ever dreamed possible.

1. The first notable study on divorce and separation rates for adults with ADHD was done by Biederman et al. in 1993, and was replicated by Murphy and Barkley in 1996. Both of these studies used older participants than later studies done by Barkley et al, which showed less elevated divorce rates but very elevated dysfunction rates (58% of marriages). Given that marital dissatisfaction builds over time with the repetitive introduction of ADHD symptoms into relationships, I find that these studies are consistent with what I observe: that things can be bad right away, with dysfunctional patterns between spouses building, eventually leading to divorce if not addressed. For more details about all of these studies, see ADHD in Adults: What the Science Says by Russell A. Barkley, Kevin R. Murphy and Mariellen Fischer, The Guilford Press, 2008, pp. 380-384.

2. About half of children whose parents have ADHD also have ADHD. Research done by Biederman et al. in 1995 put the chances of an adult with diagnosed ADHD having a child with ADHD at 57 percent, while in 2003 Minde et al. placed it lower, at 43 percent. For more detail about these studies and the heritability of ADHD, as well as the heritability of coexisting conditions, see ADHD in Adults: What the Science Says by Russell A. Barkley, Kevin R. Murphy, and Mariellen Fischer, The Guilford Press, 2008, pp. 384-393.


ADHD and Its Diagnosis
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I have seen too many people with ADD prevail over their problems to ever believe its impossible. Everyone who has ADD can sculpt a fulfilling, joyful life out of what theyve been born with.Doing so starts in your head and in your heart: you need knowledge and you need hope.

Dr. Edward Hallowell

At the extremes of opinion, ADHD is either a terrible disorder that can ruin your life or a way of being in the world that is misunderstood by many and can be considered a gift when properly treated. Both views are supported by the same research; they simply represent different approaches to thinking about and treating ADHD.

The curse camp points to the statisticshistorically, people with ADHD have fared worse than those without ADHD in many life functions (holding jobs, staying happily married, staying out of jail). This is proof that ADHD is a problem that needs to be treated as a dysfunction or an illness, much in the same way one would treat a physical illness or a disease.

The gift camp believes that people with ADHD have many wonderful attributes that can be obscured by their symptoms. This group believes in the power of human inspiration and willpower to change ones circumstances. They know that it takes a lot of hard work to change the habits developed in response to ADHD symptoms so that one can thrive in the world. Change, they say, can best come from hope and inspiration.

After years of dealing with both child and adult ADHD in my own family, as well as advising couples struggling with ADHD, I take a modified positive approach. Being realistic about the great stress ADHD can place on both spouses is critical to dealing with ADHD in your relationship. Yet optimism is also critically important. I have seen firsthand the benefits that being positive can provide. My daughter, a smart, creative, lovely woman of nineteen at the time of this writing, has her share of challenges created by her ADHD symptoms. Yet I heard her tell another teen a few summers ago, I wouldnt want to be without ADHD. Its the reason I am who I amcreative, able to think differently, able to see the world in fresh ways. She recognizes that every individual is unique, and she attributes much of her specialnessfor better and for worseto her ADHD way of being.

When the harder aspects of ADHD symptoms are accepted as the flip side of the very positive aspects of ADHD, a balance can be achieved that is similar to the balance that people without ADHD create for themselves. I, for example, do not have ADHD, but I do have specific weaknesses that I acknowledge and work around in my everyday life. I generally have not needed medication to help me achieve that balance, though I found that the experience of treating depression with medication for several years (and the dramatic improvement in my outlook that this medication provided) helped me to gain greater respect for the benefits and limits of psychotropic medications. My daughter, with the help of ADHD medications in low doses, has found her own balance point. Like me, she has strengths she pursues with passion, and weaknesses she must accommodate. But I am confident that if her father and I had treated her as if she had a terrible disorder, she would have matured with quite a different opinion of herself and likely had different results from her efforts.

What Is ADHD?

Technically, ADHD is a series of symptoms that can be identified by a medical professional with training in ADHD evaluation through specific tests and the compilation of a medical history. The heritability of the condition, along with recent MRI research studies, suggest that there is a biological underpinning for ADHD in the brain. Dr. John Ratey, an expert on how the brain functions, suggests that ADHD is the result of dysregulation of the reward system (primarily dopamine) in the brain. In short, the brain of a person with ADHD does not move dopamine and other chemicals in the attention areas of the brain in the same way that the brain of someone without ADHD does. This chemical difference results in the symptoms associated with ADHD. Social pressures at home, at work, and at school often exacerbate a persons response to ADHD, and can create additional conditions such as anxiety or depression.

The diagnostic criteria for ADHD include comparing a patient to a series of statements, taking a detailed patient history, and, rarely, administering brain wave tests (qEEG) or SPECT scans. These last two are not necessary (or even recommended) for diagnosis, but can be helpful in very limited circumstances. A patient history is always needed for diagnosis, as this is critical for differentiating ADHD from other syndromes that share some of its symptoms. Only a well-trained professional can tell the difference between bipolar disorder and ADHD, for example, or can discern whether you have coexisting conditions such as learning disabilities, anxiety, depression, or oppositional defiance disorder (ODD).

Drs. Russell Barkley, Kevin Murphy, and Mariellen Fischer have studied how to appropriately translate the current child-centered criteria for diagnosing ADHD to adults.3 They have concluded that four criteria can diagnose the inattentive side of adult ADHD with 95 percent accuracy or better. These criteria are as follows:


	Fails to pay close attention to details

	Has difficulty organizing tasks

	Loses things necessary for tasks

	Is easily distracted



Of these symptoms, chronic distraction is the one that is most important for a diagnosis of ADHD.

On the hyperactivity side of ADHD, they suggest that adult patients can be diagnosed accurately about 90 percent of the time with these criteria:


	Feels restless

	Has difficulty engaging in leisure quietly

	Talks excessively

	Has difficulty awaiting turn



Dr. Hallowell expands on the panel research data used by Barkley et al. and the diagnostic manual to paint a broader picture of symptoms based on his clinical work. He looks for the following:


	A sense of underachievement and insecurity (regardless of how much one has actually accomplished)

	Difficulty getting organized

	Chronic procrastination or trouble getting started

	Many projects going on simultaneously, trouble with follow-through

	Easily distracted, tendency to drift off

	An intolerance of boredom

	Impatience, low tolerance of frustration

	Impulsivity, verbally or in action; often with reference to money

	Mood swings

	Physical or cognitive restlessness

	Tendency toward addictive behavior

	Frequent search for high stimulation, tendency to be a maverick

	Inaccurate self-observation4



If you are having problems in your marriage, many of them are likely related directly to the issues surrounding these ADHD symptoms. On the plus side, however, people with ADHD can also be creative, original thinkers. Many are quick to forgive, warm, and easygoing. Chances are that some of these positive ADHD traits are the reason you fell in love with your ADHD partner in the first place!

ADHD as a Reward-Deficiency Syndrome

Dr. John Ratey, a leading expert in both ADHD and the brain, suggests that ADHD can be thought of as a reward-deficiency syndrome created from a deficit of specific pleasure neurotrans mitters (most importantly dopamine, but also serotonin and endorphins) that are used to indicate reward in the attention centers of the brain. He notes that without these chemical indicators of reward, people with ADHD have trouble completing tasks that reward only after a long period, such as doing well in college to obtain a better job. A lack of dopamine may explain the drug addiction and thrill-seeking behavior of some with ADHD. These activities stimulate the production of dopamine. In any event, without sufficient levels of these neuro -transmitters, an ADHD spouses attention is inconsistent and becomes dysregulated.

These insights explain why dopaminergic medica tions like Ritalin, Dexedrine, and Cylert are used to treat ADHD. They work by both exciting presynaptic dopamine receptors and inhibiting molecules that clear synapses of dopamine. The antidepressant Wellbutrin, also used to treat ADHD, similarly increases dopamine levels in the brain.5

What does this mean to you and your spouse? It means that ADHD is real. The symptoms you experience are the result of how the ADHD brain produces, and then regulates, specific chemicals in your brain. Think of the degree to which the more familiar chemicals estrogen and progesterone can affect a womans body, attitude, and spirit, and you may well agree that chemicals can make a big differenceand so can regulating them.

I am frequently asked whether the fact that ADHD involves a chemical imbalance means an adult with ADHD must take medication. Whether to take medication is a personal choice, and there are other ways to treat ADHD, although they often require the kind of stick-to-it-iveness that people with untreated ADHD have trouble managing. So at least trying ADHD medications to see if they work for you as one part of a treatment plan seems to be a good approach. Many of these medications have been available for a long time and their side effects are well known. In addition, those in the stimulant category are very short acting, so even if you try one and hate it, you are stuck with it for only a few hours before it is out of your system. (The exception here being an allergic reaction or heart problem, both of which are very rare.) With experimentation to get the dosing right, more than 70 percent of patients in Dr. Ned Hallowells clinics report that medication helps them, without negative side effects. Dr. Hallowell also points out that there are specific side effects of not treating ADHD, such as low self-esteem, chronic job problems, and, in many cases, marital problems. For a longer discussion about whether to take medication, as well as an overview of alternative treatment options, I suggest that you consult Hallowell and Rateys Delivered from Distraction.

All medications, of course, should be tried under the direction and observation of your doctor, whom you should make familiar with your medical history. Be sure to discuss how ADHD medications might interact with other medications you may be taking or whether you might have heart problems.

Coexisting Conditions in the ADHD Spouse

Dr. Russell Barkley and his colleagues posit that more than 80 percent of adults with ADHD have at least one other condition, more than 50 percent have two or more, and more than one-third have three or more other conditions6 (Note that these numbers are not for children diagnosed with ADHD, as some of these disorders develop with age. Also note that the numbers come from many different research studies, hence ranges are presented.) These include the following:


	Current depression: 16 to 31 percent

	Depression at some point in lifetime: 53 percent

	Anxiety: 24 to 43 percent, depending on a variety of factors

	Oppositional defiant disorder: 24 to 35 percent

	Conduct disorder: 17 to 25 percent (rates can be higher if diagnosed as hyperactive when a child)

	Alcohol dependence or abuse at some point in lifetime: 21 to 53 percent



These statistics are not meant to scare you. Rather, they suggest that ADHD is not benign, needs immediate attention, and requires some very specific approaches.

[image: Image] Tips
Getting a Good Diagnosis


	A good diagnosis of all potential disorders is best. Take the time to get a full evaluation, not just a superficial Sounds as if you have ADHD, why dont you try some meds?

	You are not qualified to accurately diagnose your spouse, even if you think you see symptoms of ADHD. Things that look like ADHD to an untrained eye might be something else, or ADHD might be present along with other issues that also should be addressed. Remember that 80 percent of adults with ADHD have an additional mental health issue at one time or another.

	Make sure to treat all of the disorders present. This may well require multiple medications as well as therapy for anxiety or depression. Treating only the ADHD, or only another disorder when ADHD is present, can be far less effective than treating the entire spectrum. As an example, ADHD is often a factor in an adults depression or anxiety. Treating the depression without treating the ADHD means that you are not treating the underlying disorder. On the other hand, depression can get in the way of treating ADHD. If you cant drag yourself out of bed in the morning, you are unlikely to make the behavioral changes needed to address ADHD.

	Due to the nature of ADHD, treating it is a matter of doctor-supervised experimentation. Dont give up if one medication or dosage doesnt work. Try other types of medications or other dosages until a balance is achieved that provides optimal symptom relief and no meaningful side effects.

	Try to take a big-picture view of the issues that you face as a couple. Learning about ADHD may help you identify ADHD-specific behaviors, but learning about depression, if that is diagnosed, will also help.



If you have ADHD now, you had it as a child, even if it wasnt diagnosed. Typical indicators that ADHD might have been present in childhood include teachers reports that mention unfulfilled potential and fidgety or forgetful behavior; academic and social struggles, particularly in high school and college; and being labeled a space cadet by friends. Recognize, however, that some people with ADHD compensated for their ADHD in childhood but fall apart after they have too much on their plate as adults. Typically, this happens with the introduction of children into your lives. Raising kids takes an inordinate amount of organizational skill, which is not generally an ADHD strong point.

Symptoms in the Non-ADHD Spouse

ADHD spouses are not the only ones who can have symptoms that need treatment. Living with an ADHD spouse can be tremendously stressful for a non-ADHD spouse if a couple does not have good coping strategies in place. Disappointment and fear can lead to depression and anxiety, and stress responses can lead to many physical symptoms. The non-ADHD spouses symptoms should be treated by a doctor and addressed through better stress management, such as regular exercise, plenty of sleep, good nutrition, meditation, and other methods. Non-ADHD spouses need to focus on their health with at least as much intensity as they focus on their partners condition in order to remain healthy.

Ways of Being, or You are Not Like Me!

It is important to realize that ADHD is not always a disorder, in spite of its name. It can be thought of as a collection of traits and tendencies that define a way of being in the world. It is only when the negative traits associated with ADHD become disabling that ADHD requires treatment. Conversely, when treated properly, a person formerly disabled by ADHD symptoms can often control their ADHD so that it once again becomes simply a way of being in the world.

How both of you think about ADHD is actually very important. Having a disorder can suggest an illness that is perceived as bad and permanent. Thinking of ADHD as a series of traits that can be both positive and negative, and that can be managed with the right strategies, is far more likely to encourage optimism, effort, and patience.

It is the trap of the non-ADHD spouse to feel that he or she is normal and the ADHD spouse is not normal. This usually unspoken sense of superiority, or assumption that the non-ADHD partners way of doing things is more reasonable than the ADHD partners approach, dooms many relationships. Consider the words of this fiance:

Recently my husband-to-be has [started talking] about his ADHD. I embraced his feelings of realiza tion that he had a problem, and I dug into it and talked about it for days with him in hopes that seeking professional help would help us out. The last few months have been rough, especially before marriage!

I do not want my hubby to feel like I know hes broken, I want him to feel whole even though we both know hes broken. It would probably be best if he feels like I still think of him as a whole, and Ill support him no matter even if he goes through therapy for his ADHD.

This womans point of view is truly a recipe for disaster, but it is distressingly common. Imagine being married to someone who thinks you are broken, but figures you wont understand she feels that way if she is nice enough to you or accommodates you well enough. What do you think the chances are that this man doesnt already know her feelings after several days of talks about his problem?

People with ADHD are all too aware that others think they are broken, and the resulting low self-esteem and resentment sometimes color their ability to enter into a relationship in the first place. Take this professionally successful woman with ADHD:

To all the non-ADD spouses reading this: thanks for loving your ADD spouses, from a single woman who wishes she had a spouse, ADD or non-ADD, who could understand.

Despite a masters degree in social work, medication, weekly therapy, supportive friends and family, and a very introspective, analytical mind that is hyperfocused on my behaviors and impact on others, ADD still plagues me.

And Im afraid, really afraid, to show someone the ADD completely. Because I actually am not quite sure that I can get it all in control enough for someone.

On the flip side, some with ADHD have difficulty under standing the less spontaneous lives of those without ADHD. You might hear Cant you just relax a bit and take things as they come? from the ADHD partner, who is used to adapting as life changes.

You and your spouse are two different people. But do you understand how those differences are expressed? Lets consider some of the differences between how people with and without ADHD perceive and inhabit the world. If I paint an accurate picture, I hope youll see how your differences can enliven your relationship, and that youll start to cultivate an empathy that will help you move past your current issues.

The Energy and Speed of ADHD

Dr. Ned Hallowell compares living with ADHD to driving in the rain with bad windshield wipers at about 90 miles per hour. Every once in a while, things are very clear, but most of the time youre not completely sure whats coming at youand its coming fast! Dr. Hallowell is referring to two kinds of speed here: the bracing, euphoric, exciting variety (think race-car driving) as well as the speed and all-encompassing way that information comes at a person with ADHD. The ADHD brain has few filters on it; often, everything enters at once, and in a big jumble. This provides some interesting dilemmas in a world that values hierarchy, but it is also an opportunity.

Embracing speed is one aspect of ADHD with which many non-ADHD spouses struggle. While it may have been exciting during your courtship, it seems more threatening, and sometimes exhausting, once youve settled into a marriage. I thought it was cool when my husband showed up for our first date in a Porsche 911. It didnt matter that Porsches are terrible in the snow, or that we had to put our skis through the sunroof in order to drive out of town. (Brrrr!!!) Wow! It was exciting! But after we got married his fast driving turned into a negative. He drove too quickly for my comfort, and for many years, though he disagreed, I worried that his aggressive driving might endanger our kids.

Its not just fast driving. Its also a speed of living life that can be a mismatch within a relationship. Listen to the words of this exhausted spouse:

My husband of seventeen years was diagnosed with ADHD a few years ago and he felt a revelation inside, an a-ha! moment, if you will. He finally had pin-pointed what he had been feeling since childhood. Placed in a resource room in school because of his grades, but always winning the heart of his teachers with his wit, sense of humor and energy, he managed to get through high school. Receiving a soccer scholar ship for college was the first real test to see if he could function on his own, only to fail out after two years because he couldnt manage it all. No wonder?

He took risks as an adult, married with three kids, and successfully owns his own business. He is a motivational speaker and Wows his participants with his energy, creativity and enthusiasmcall it passion. So what is wrong? Sounds all good, right?

Then why do I feel like he is a roommate, instead of a life-partner? He travels a lot and the dynamic of our marriage is this. He leaves and everything is in order (and believe me I am not a stick in the mud, I do give in and I have become very flexible over the years and with three boys). I was home with my kids when they were young (basically raising them alone), and now I am back teaching elementary school and working full time. When he travels, life is a routine, and just the way I like it. Then all hell breaks loose when he arrives home. He is like a whirlwind. I just have such a hard time transitioning and he is off in his own world when he is home.

To this woman, a comfortable life is one that includes a predictable routine and quiet, intimate, shared time with her husband. I suspect that this is at least in part because routine makes taking care of three boys much easier. Her husbands energy level is disruptive and foreign. Yet this is inherently part of him; the energy, humor, and wit that have gotten him out of tough spots in the past are the key to his professional success and are likely a reason why his wife was initially attracted to him (before she needed the routine to help make her and the childrens lives easier). Neither spousal style is wrong in this situation; her routine helps her succeed as a mother, and his energy helps him succeed at work. It is the intersection of their styles at this particular time in their lives that creates the problems.

Chances are that this couple can improve their relationship if they are both willing to make concessions. With treatment for his ADHD, it is quite possible he could retain his energy but focus it more effectively so that it isnt so disruptive to her routine. He could empathize with her need for routine and join her in some family activities that demonstrate his respect for her. Once his energy wasnt so disruptive, she would feel less threatened by it, and might be able to schedule appropriate times to drop her routines and jump into his whirlwind for the sake of strengthening their bond, as she likely did during their courtship. Each would remain essentially the same person, but their intersection could invigorate their lives with variety, companionship, respect, and support.

Impulse Control

Living with ADHD is somewhat like having a race-car brain that lacks good brakes. Impulse control is a huge issue; people with ADHD often have minds that go fast and have trouble stopping when they need to. Have you ever noticed how hard it is for the ADHD spouse to stop doing a project she likes (watching television or working on the computer, for example)? Or that shell blurt out an idea or thought before thinking it through?

Ask a person with ADHD why he brings home a pound of chocolate but only half of what was on the grocery list, or why he just spent $100 on gifts when he knew you needed the money to pay the electric bill, and he might say, I dont know. This would be an accurate description of the impulsivity of the moment. But now, in fact, you do know. People with untreated ADHD have really bad brakes.

It is difficult for someone who doesnt have ADHD to understand this lack of impulse control. People without ADHD expect that adults have learned how to control their impulses in their own and others best interests, yet are faced over and over again with the fact that this is not the case for their spouses. ADHD partners can blurt out hurtful comments, ruin family finances, start affairs on a whim, or give in to road rage because their untreated brains dont have brakes. All of it is emotionally painful for the non-ADHD spouse, and often for the ADHD spouse as well.

Not meaning to hurt someone, however, isnt enough. Over-whelming debt, the emotional sting of too much honesty, or an affair can all tear relationships apart. It is important that the ADHD spouse consider impulsiveness a symptom that needs treatment, not just part of a happy-go-lucky personality.

Now and Not Now

The joke is that there are really only two time zones for a person with ADHD: now and not now! A person with ADHD is very present focused. Often, something that was going on ten minutes earlier is out of mind, as is the thing that is supposed to happen ten minutes in the future.

This present-ness shows up in a number of ways in marriage. Your ADHD wife, for example, may have trouble remembering what you talked about not too long ago. She may know that its good to save money for the future, yet have trouble staying focused on that goal when spending right now seems so much more appealing. It may seem as if you have the same arguments over and over againand you probably do, in part because that last one you had was in the not now. Another explanation is that people with ADHD often have bad short-term memories, so they might not remember having had the argument earlier. Creating physical ways to remember, such as lists or taking notes, can help bring previous conversations back into the now when needed.

Another way to think of now and not now is to imagine you have time tunnel vision. Here is how one man with ADHD describes how he interacts with time:

I often use this analogy: I look at time through a paper towel roll moving from left to right on a timeline. I see only what is in my vision at that moment. As I progress along the timeline, the thoughts and sights that were in my little window have passed to the left and are often forgotten. If I act on things in the window I can be somewhat successful. If I miss it, it could be gone forever. I also cannot see or think about the time to the right of my window. This makes it difficult to plan ahead. (For instance, I have a hard time planning for the weekend and before you know it, the weekend is here and I have no plans.)

Being aware of now and not now (or time tunnel vision, if you prefer that) can work in your favor. For example, youre aware that staying focused on boring tasks can be hard for those with ADHD. While this has to do with distractibility and reward-deficiency issues, the solution can be found in the now and not now mentality. If you can create an emotionally neutral yet effective system of reminders that brings a forgotten task back into the now at the right time, you have a much better chance of getting it done. I say emotionally neutral because it is important to choose a way that doesnt make the ADHD person defensive. Effective is whatever works for that particular person. Setting an alarm or putting a note in a lunch box to remember a noon phone call can be neutral and effective. Nagging and berating is never so.

Planning

Though not true in all cases, people with ADHD often have trouble planning ahead. Planning means organizing a number of different options into a workable game plan and anticipating what will happen in various scenarios. Executive function differences in the ADHD brain often dont accommodate these common skills. One upside of not being natural planners is that people with ADHD can be really good at going with the flow, making things work in real time.

Its not unusual for a person with ADHD to be attracted to a partner who is a good planner. In courtship, her ability to organize and plan helps to make things happen, and his easygoing nature provides liveliness and spontaneity. They both benefit and thrive. After kids, though, the ADHD partners inability to plan becomes a real negative as the organizational demands imposed by taking care of children require that both pitch in to keep life from becoming overwhelming.

People with ADHD can put coping strategies in place that help them to plan more effectively, but both members of the couple need to be conscious that this requires significant effort and lots of organizational tools such as lists, charts, conversations, and the like. Dont assume that just because you are both adults, you can also both plan well.

Other Perspectives on Time

One of the major differences between how people with and without ADHD lead their lives has to do with how they experience time. This is more than just a symptom or two. People with ADHD are notoriously late because they can lose track of time, and they are often terrible judges of how long it will take them to complete a task.

The people I know with ADHD simply relate to time differently than I do. I can use my past experiences to predict quite closely how long it will take me to do something familiar. This is often not the case for people with ADHD. Their relationship with time is much more fluid: fast and slow, like a roller coaster.

Distraction sometimes distorts time. My daughters curiosity often leads her to become intrigued by specific subtasks of what she is doing (following an interesting idea longer than necessary when researching a paper, for example). Sometimes she follows one interesting thread, sometimes thirteen. This helps her learn all sorts of interesting details, but can result in missing a deadline. Since she doesnt know ahead of time how intriguing things will be, she is unpredictable in how she uses her time. She has learned to set mini-goals to keep herself on track and to budget lots more time to do things than her non-ADHD peers might require.

My husband is in another camp. He could be called a time optimist. While hes fairly consistent with how quickly he gets things done, he always thinks he can do it faster than he can because he loses track of time passing. Nor does he remember his past experiences with similar projects. But I do, and after twenty years of waiting for him, I simply add 30 percent to his estimate, lessening our conflicts over time.

Is having a fluid approach to time bad? Not at all, unless (to quote a famous courier ad) you absolutely, positively have to get it there on time! Whats important to understand is that you relate to time differently, and its worth respecting your differences and finding a middle ground where you both feel comfortable with the way things are getting done, including how quickly.

How Information Comes In

One of the things I find most remarkable about the brain is how it organizes information for us without our even realizing it. Like most people, I had not given this much thought, until I started contemplating the differences between how my brain functions compared to the brains of my family members with ADHD.

When I receive information, my brain puts it into a clear, focused hierarchy. I can be sitting at a park reading a book and focus on it, even though nearby a dog is chasing a cat, children are riding bikes, birds are singing, and a basketball game is going on. My brain filters out all the noise and distractions until I come to a point at which it makes sense to stop (because I see out of the corner of my eye that a basketball is flying my way or I come to the end of a chapter, for example). The same is true of ideas. When I hear or read a string of related ideas, my brain immediately filters them into a hierarchy.

Whats most amazing is that I dont even know this is happening! I just understand that something deserves more focus than something else.

The ADHD brain receives information quite differently. Instead of being hierarchical, I like to think of it as flat. Everything, important or not, initially receives about the same amount of attention. Noises, ideas, movements, even sometimes your own body parts, compete for attention at the same time in the ADHD brain. I have heard people with ADHD describe their brain as noisy (these are usually people who have tried medications and discovered that noisy is not the only way that brains can be). My daughter thinks of it as open to lots of things, which is a wonderfully positive way to think about it.

One type is not inherently better than the other. My type of brain is really great in situations that require organization, such as the workplaces that I have chosen, writing books like this, and organizing a household with kids. An ADHD brain can be really great for creative activities, brainstorming, or high-adrenaline jobs with lots of equally important competing simultaneous information, such as working in an emergency room or being a police officer.

During courtship, the high-energy, flat, and not-very-organized brain of the ADHD spouse can fit right in. Remember how good your partner used to be at thinking of zany things to do, and how much fun it was to be spontaneous? You dropped everything and spent tons of time (and sometimes money) focused on each other. But after marriage, and particularly after having kids, many of your interactions shift to be more organizational in nature. There are bills to pay, kids to feed and educate, loans to pay off, and a home to maintain. The number of hours in the day remains the same, but your responsibilities have increased significantly. Most often, a non-ADHD spouse can make this transition easily, but the ADHD spouse ends up lost; and because the non-ADHD spouse assumes that an adult should be able to make the transition, this inability to adjust is frustrating.

Flat information processing has implications on what one sees and hears, what is memorable or not memorable, and how effectively one organizes. Its easy to see that someone whose brain auto matically sorts information into a hierarchy will have an easier time of organizing than a person whose brain doesnt. Conversely, someone whose brain takes in everything at about the same level might be freed by that lack of hierarchy to think more easily outside the box.

But while some find lack of hierarchy a plus, far more find it difficult. One young man I know describes ADHD as having a library in your head with no card filing system. Instead of feeling free to think outside the box, this man feels he cant rely on his own ability to process information accurately. He is so utterly capable of being wrong about things that his peers take for granted as common sense, that he is wary of opening his mouth. Those who dont know him perceive him as shy. He avoids engagement via withdrawal, sarcasm, or humor in order to cope with topics in which his disorganized mind and a lack of expertise put him at a disadvantage.

Excessive Shame

It is unfortunate that one of the recurring experiences for individuals with ADHD is personal criticism or comments about how they just did something stupid. Often, the people making these comments are important authority figuresparents, teachers, peers, bosses, and, yes, spouses.

Unfinished projects (distraction), poor decision making (impulsivity or too much information to process), memory problems, and more mean that people with ADHD often fail to do things as quickly as or in the same way that those without ADHD do them. Even if they are capable of finding resolution, they still fail relative to the non-ADHD standard. A great example of this is found in many schools, where smart but energetic kids can fail simply because they cant sit still.

The shame that people with ADHD, male or female, carry around with them after years and years of being told that they are inadequate is a critical factor when a marriage starts to fall apart, or when they are approached by a well-meaning spouse about asking for an evaluation for ADHD. Shame often triggers anger and defensiveness, which can shut down what ought to be a straightforward conversation before it has even begun. Anger, stonewalling, and defensiveness can seem unreasonable to a non-ADHD spouse who, not having experienced this same type of repeated bashing of the ego, doesnt understand it or interpret it correctly.

Fitting into the World

Todays world is one in which the pressure to assimilate, sort, and prioritize information is highly prized. The generally less directed approach that many with ADHD take is often seen as a deficiency. This is also true within the confines of marriage, particularly one in which both partners have significant time constraints and many responsibilities, such as taking care of children. While it may be interesting to explore the many ideas that come your way while you are supposed to be doing an errand, it is generally not efficient to do so. Most non-ADHD spouses cringe at the thought that it might take two hours to get gas, drop off the dry cleaning, or pick up some milk, because they know just how much more needs to be done before sunset.

Key to the success of many with ADHD is finding the right life in which to live. This means a job in which their particular talents for nonlinear thinking and quick emergency response are prized, and a spouse who can appreciate, or at least learn to live with, an often uneven distribution of work within the relationship. Without these things, many with ADHD feel that they dont really fit into the world, or that the face that they put forward in order to fit in is false.

The other critical factor for the success of an ADHD spouse in a relationship is for both partners to continue to respect differences and act on that respect. Heres what one woman with ADHD says about living a life in which others assume that different is not worthy of respect:

I think [my husband] uses the ADD as an excuse to be bossy and stuff sometimes but I find it very upsetting and hard on my self esteem to have my disorder and learning disabilities used that way.

We do have very different perspectives but reality is perspective. Just because I see things differently from someone else doesnt make one wrong or righthow I experience life is colored by my perception, it is what it is. I hate how people try to invalidate my thoughts feelings and perceptions because they are different from theirs. Like telling me [since] they feeldifferent[ly] from me [that their feelings] should make me magically change! It doesnt work that way. Even if my ADD makes me see or remember something not right its still MY reality. It is like those movies where the hero has something crazy going on where they experience reality differently from everyone else.

In order to understand your differences and craft strategies to find common ground a couple must start with the basic assumption that each spouses point of view is legitimately founded in that spouses experiences. As such, it deserves respectful consideration. Understanding your spouses quite different reality can be challenging, but it increases the likelihood youll find a satisfying resolution to many of your conflicts. This is why so many negotiation experts suggest you take time to walk a mile in your partners shoes.

3. ADHD in Adults: What the Science Says by Russell A. Barkley, Kevin R. Murphy, and Mariellen Fischer, The Guilford Press, 2008, pp. 113-116.

4. A useful overview of ADHD and its diagnosis can be found at Dr. Hallowells website, under ADD/ADHD overview, at www.drhallowell.com. This includes the diagnostic manual information, as well as Hallowells expanded list of statements that can help you determine whether to seek an evaluation.

5. Ratey, John J., A Users Guide to the Brain: Perception, Attention, and the Four Theaters of the Brain, Vintage Books, 2002, pp. 127-128.

6. For a detailed overview of coexisting psychiatric issues, including ODD, CD, depression, and anxiety, see ADHD in Adults: What the Science Says by Russell A. Barkley, Kevin R. Murphy, and Mariellen Fischer, The Guilford Press, 2008, pp. 205-244. The specific numbers quoted in my text come from pages 205206, 223, 241.
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