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It’s not unusual for people with AD/HD often go years or even decades before receiving a diagnosis and getting effective treatment. And the “prediagnosis” years can be bleak, filled with frustration and intense psychological pain. Before receiving a diagnosis, people with AD/HD have a hard time understanding why they (or their children) have so much trouble doing what comes naturally to other people. Most assume that their struggles stem from their own stupidity or laziness. 


Of course, none of this is so. AD/HD has nothing to do with intelligence or capability. In fact, AD/HD is not even a disease. It’s simply a distinct set of traits and characteristics—a difference in how the brain functions. And once they learn a bit about the unique characteristics of the AD/HD brain, people with the condition can stop blaming themselves for not being smart enough or trying hard enough. They can learn what they need to do (for example, take medication, change their diets, get more exercise, etc.) to lead happy, productive lives. Getting diagnosed is good news. It offers an opportunity to make life better.


The AD/HD brain attends to things much more rapidly than a non-AD/HD brain, then moves right away to the next thing. Getting the AD/HD brain to slow down is difficult if not impossible. And because their brains flits about so rapidly, people with AD/HD often do or say things that make them seem reckless or defiant—when it’s only that they’re being impulsive. 


Over the years, therapists here at the Hallowell Center have used a variety of metaphors to explain the AD/HD brain to our clients. The best metaphor we’ve ever found (especially when talking to children) is this: the AD/HD mind is fast and powerful like a Ferrari…but its brakes are like those of a worn-out jalopy.


Just what does it mean to have a Ferrari mind? It means that you have incredible mental energy—much more than the average person. You have new ideas all the time--an eagerness to try new things and a willingness to take risks that others would never dream of taking. 


Having a Ferrari mind also means having flair: people with AD/HD tend to be fun-loving, enthusiastic and generous to a fault. They’re wonderful, loyal friends, always willing to help out in a pinch. No wonder people--including “normal” people--find people with ADD so much fun to be around.


What does it means to have jalopy brakes? It means you lack the “stopping power” that comes naturally to most people. You have a hard time keeping yourself from talking too much or too fast. Instead of taking the time to notice and act upon social cues (like standing too close to someone or failing to notice the emotions apparent in another person’s facial expressions), people with ADD just keep on going and going. Like a Ferrari, the AD/HD mind may need special “motor oil”  so that it won’t overheat. But with the right motor oil--and a good mechanic to make sure the brakes are working--it wins a lot of races.


There is no quick fix for AD/HD. But it’s wonderfully liberating to get a diagnosis and to learn to view one’s struggles in a new, nonjudgmental way. Suddenly, life with AD/HJD is filled not with self-condemnation but with joy and lots of laughter.

