
ADHD in adults: 
Focus, rest, and when 
to seek support
ADHD is often thought of as a childhood condition, and a restless 
one at that. But many adults live with ADHD, and many reach their 
thirties, forties, or beyond without knowing.

Perhaps deadlines only get met in a last-minute rush. Perhaps your mind is 
never quiet, rest never feels restful, and small tasks pile up while absorbing ones 
swallow whole evenings. Many adults blame themselves for all of this, and carry 
years of feeling scatty, lazy, or not quite up to it. Those labels are usually wrong.

This guide looks at what ADHD can look like in adults, why it often appears 
differently for men and women, what helps day to day, and when it may be 
worth getting an assessment.
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What ADHD actually is

ADHD, or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, is a difference in how the brain 
manages attention, effort, and impulses. The name can be misleading. It’s not a 
shortage of attention, but difficulty directing it. The same person who can’t start 
a dull task can focus for hours on an interesting one, and this contrast is one of the 
most common and recognisable patterns.

ADHD is not a flaw, a lack of willpower, or a fashionable label. It is a recognised 
condition that begins in childhood. Though it is often missed there, especially 
in people who were quiet, bright, or well behaved. Many adults only recognise it 
in themselves when their child is assessed, or when the structures that held life 
together, school, a partner, a routine, change or disappear.

Adults with ADHD have real strengths, including energy, creativity, quick thinking, 
and drive in areas they care about. The difficulty is not ability. It is the constant, 
invisible effort of managing attention in a world built for brains that regulate it 
more automatically.



ADHD in adults: 
Focus, rest, and when to seek support

How it can affect day-to-day life

ADHD presents differently from person to person, and different again in 
adults than in children. These are some of the patterns adults describe. 
What matters is not one moment but a lifelong pattern that shows up across 
work, home, and relationships.

Uncooperative focus. Starting tasks feels like pushing against a wall, 
especially boring or vague ones. Concentration drifts mid-conversation or 
mid-page. Yet interesting tasks can hold you for hours, sometimes at the 
cost of meals, sleep, or everything else you meant to do.

A restless mind. Thoughts jump, race, or run several tracks at once. Rest 
can feel unrestful because the mind keeps going even when the body stops. 
Many adults describe being exhausted and restless at the same time.

Time behaves strangely. Chronic lateness despite genuine effort. 
Underestimating how long things take. Deadlines that only become real at 
the last minute, then get met in an intense, draining sprint.

Everyday admin is a struggle. Bills, forms, emails, and appointments easily 
forgotten. Belongings go missing. The effort of organising life can feel wildly 
out of proportion to how simple the tasks look.

Emotions can feel overwhelming. Frustration, criticism, and rejection can 
land harder and take longer to fade. Many adults with ADHD are especially 
sensitive to feeling they have let someone down.

Impulses move faster than plans. Interrupting despite yourself, spending on 
impulse, saying yes to too much, or restlessness that shows up as fidgeting, 
snacking, or an inability to relax without a screen or a task.

•	 Hard to start dull 
tasks, hard to stop 
absorbing ones

•	 A mind that keeps 
going even when the 
body stops

•	 Chronic lateness and 
last-minute deadline 
sprints

•	 Everyday admin that 
takes outsized effort

•	 Criticism and rejection 
that land at full 
volume

•	 Impulses and 
restlessness that move 
faster than plans

Adult ADHD at a glance



ADHD in adults: 
Focus, rest, and when to seek support

Why ADHD presents differently in women and men

ADHD has historically been recognised most easily in boys whose hyperactivity 
was visible and disruptive. That still shapes what people, including professionals, 
expect to see, and is a large part of why so many adults were missed.

In women and girls, ADHD more often shows up as inattention rather than visible 
hyperactivity. Daydreaming, quiet overwhelm, disorganisation, and mental 
restlessness are easier to overlook than a child who can’t sit still. Many women 
become skilled at masking, working intensely hard to appear on top of things while 
feeling anything but underneath.

Because of this, women are often diagnosed later, if at all, and are more likely 
to have been treated first for the anxiety or low mood often caused by years 
of undiagnosed ADHD. Some women also notice their symptoms shifting with 
hormonal changes, across the cycle or around menopause, though this is still being 
researched.

Men can be missed too, especially those whose hyperactivity settled into an 
internal restlessness in adulthood, or who built lives around coping strategies.
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What can help

These strategies don’t treat ADHD and aren’t substitutes for assessment 
or professional advice. But many adults find they reduce the daily friction, 
whether or not they pursue a diagnosis.

Make starting easier. Starting is usually the hardest part, so 
make the first step tiny. Open the document rather than write 
the report. Put the kit by the door rather than plan the gym. 
Momentum is easier to keep than to summon.

Stop relying on memory. Write everything down, use alarms 
and reminders, and keep important things in the same place. 
This is working with how your attention operates.

Work in short bursts. Work in short, timed bursts with a clear 
stop. Pair dull tasks with something pleasant, like music or a 
favourite drink. Deadlines and commitments to other people 
often work better than good intentions.

Find your kind of rest. If sitting still leaves your mind racing, 
rest through movement, a walk, a shower, cooking, or 
something with your hands. Rest that works for your brain 
counts, even if it does not look like relaxing.

Protect your sleep. ADHD and poor sleep feed each other. A 
regular wind-down, screens out of reach, and a consistent 
wake time will not fix a busy mind, but they lower the cost of it.

Ask for what you need. You do not need a diagnosis to say 
that you focus best with clear deadlines, written instructions, 
or fewer interruptions. Asking for what helps is reasonable, at 
work and at home.
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When it may be worth getting an assessment

Consider speaking to a doctor about an assessment if these patterns have been 
present since childhood, affect several areas of life, and take a real toll. You do not 
have to look like you are struggling, especially if you have learned to hide it.

Other things can look similar, including stress, burnout, anxiety, low mood, poor 
sleep, menopause and some health conditions. A doctor can help you look at the 
whole picture. An assessment can rule ADHD out as well as in.

For those who receive one, a diagnosis is not a limitation. It can help make sense of 
past experiences and open the door to treatment and support. It is never too late to 
seek answers. Waiting lists can be long, so start the process as soon as possible.
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ADHD and how you feel about yourself

One of most important, but least recognised aspects of ADHD is not the missed 
deadline or the lost keys. It is the story people build about themselves from 
decades of struggling with things that look easy for everyone else. Careless. 
Lazy. Too much. Not enough. Years of trying harder without knowing what you 
were up against.

That story deserves to be challenged, whatever the outcome of any 
assessment. Struggling with focus is not a verdict on your intelligence or your 
worth, and the effort you have been making, largely unseen, is real.

At HealthHero, we often speak to adults who spent years being treated 
for stress, anxiety, or low mood before anyone asked about attention. 
Many are exhausted, not by any one task, but by the invisible work 
of holding everything together. When ADHD is recognised, or even 
seriously considered, there is often enormous relief in reframing 
decades of self-blame.
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When to reach out, and how 
HealthHero can help
It may help to reach out if difficulties with focus, restlessness, or organisation 
are wearing you down, if you are carrying years of self-criticism about them, 
or if you are waiting for, or weighing up, an assessment and feeling the strain 
in the meantime.

How HealthHero can help 

Through your EAP, you can speak to 
a qualified counsellor in confidence, 
at a time that suits you. You can talk 
through what you are finding hard, 
work on the stress, sleep, and self-
criticism that often come with it, 
and think about practical ways to 
make daily life more manageable, 
including while you wait for or 
consider an assessment. All information correct as of September, 2026

Contact HealthHero today for 
more support and advice. We’re 
with you every step of the way.


