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OFTEN WHEN CLINICIANS DIAGNOSE ADHD, they look for obvious 

signs of impairment such as being dismissed from jobs or poor grades at 

school. But this focus on external consequences misses what it’s like to 

live with these characteristics every day. It fails to capture the most 

common burden of what we call FAST MINDS traits: the extra 

time and effort it takes to compensate—such as late hours 

at work making up for the constant distractions during 

the day, or last-minute cramming on projects that 

won’t get done without deadline pressure.

People with FAST MINDS may be living with the constant 

stress of being reactive rather than proactive—handling de-

mands at the last minute, under stress, rather than being 

prepared and feeling confident. They may spend their time 

constantly double-checking themselves to make sure they 

haven’t made a mistake. This extra effort may get them by 

at work or school but leaves little time and energy for them-

selves or a social life. They may suffer demoraliza-

tion, anxiety, or other distress because of the 

impact of FAST MINDS traits on their 

lives. Yet often, only those closest 

to them know how hard they 

work to succeed.
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FAST MINDS Explained

FAST MINDS is an acronym for the challenges of living with ADHD.

When reading the following traits, see if they reflect your experience  

(or those of someone you care about).

❑  FORGETFUL: Do you forget what people have told you? Do you 

forget where you put things? Do you need reminders for every 

day things? Do you miss appointments?

❑  ACHIEVING BELOW POTENTIAL: Do you feel you 

underachieve? Do you feel you should be getting better grades 

than you do at school, or should have made it further than you 

have in your career?

❑  STUCK IN A RUT: Are you having a hard time moving ahead in  

your life? Do you feel like you’re trapped trying to keep your  

head above water, playing catch-up instead of living how you 

want to? Are you stuck in important areas of your life, such as at 

work or in school?

❑  TIME CHALLENGED: Are you often late? Do you often 

underestimate the amount of time that things take? Does time 

drift away? Do you have trouble figuring out how long a task is 

“supposed” to take?

❑  MOTIVATIONALLY CHALLENGED: Are you a procrastinator? 

Do you do things at the last minute or need the pressure of a 

deadline to get things done? Do you have a hard time getting 

started on tasks? Do you get partway done with many tasks but 

have trouble completing them?

❑  IMPULSIVE: Do you do things without anticipating 

consequences (making decisions, shopping, driving, sex, drugs)? 

Do you blurt things out in conversation? Do you engage in risky 

sexual behavior? Do you make purchases without considering the 

cost or your budget?

❑  NOVELTY SEEKING: Are you often bored? Do you seek out new, 

stimulating experiences to avert boredom? Do you say yes to new 

obligations when you are already too busy?

❑  DISTRACTIBLE: Do sights, sounds, thoughts, or lower-priority 

activities distract you from what you should be doing? Do you 

find yourself daydreaming on a daily basis?

❑  SCATTERED: Are things messy in your personal space? Is there 

chaos on your desk, in your house, or in your car? Is it hard to 

stay on top of what you need to do, and when you need to do it?

Know how you function best

We like to ask people to tell us about moments of success, when their 

interests and actions are aligned and they feel like they’re firing on all 

cylinders. These are periods we think of as full engagement, or what 

some psychologists call flow. For one individual, it was giving speeches 

in front of giant crowds; for another, it was chatting up clients.

Think about how you felt the last time you were doing something you 

truly love: You were in the moment, not criticizing yourself or worrying that 

you might be doing something wrong. You just did it. Hold that thought. 

We want you to briefly note at least three of these moments: Maybe they 

happen when you’re running, or solving a tricky prob-

lem, or working with your hands, or teaching 

someone else what you know.

Then, dig into those experiences a bit to 

better understand what helped them work, 

what context got you firing on all cylinders. 

Consider, for example, how the event or 

situation was different from ones that were 

less successful. Did the context play to your 

strengths? Your interests? Did it minimize 

challenges? Were other people involved?

How did you make it happen? Do this with a few experiences, 

and look for patterns. What do you notice about how your interests, 

strengths, or challenges influence where you are successful?

Principles for thriving with FAST MINDS 

It helps to know the factors that help you engage—the more of 

your life that has the characteristics you identified above, the better. 

Medication for ADHD can also help eliminate challenges. But it also 

takes personalized strategies to thrive with FAST MINDS. Here are 

some common principles that underlie those strategies: 

•  Emotional, negative thoughts and distracting environments  

can be minimized.

•  Our brains engage best in interesting, meaningful tasks,  

with clear steps that can be held in mind. 

•  Many challenging functions can be outsourced to “peripheral 

brains” (alarm reminders, smartphones, planners, other people).

•  The right habits at the right moment can keep one from falling  

off track with daily demands, impulsivity, and relationships.

•  It takes the right environment—and accountability— 

to practice new strategies.

We have been honoured to learn these principles from thousands  

of people that explored their own strengths and challenges with  

us—and thrived as they implement the strategies that are highest  

yield for them. ●A 
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Tim Bilkey, MD,
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