
LIVED EXPERIENCE  by Brett Martin

My Perspective on ADHD

D
IAGNOSED IN 1990,  

I grew up in an environ-

ment where even the exis-

tence of ADHD was highly debated. 

With medical research on ADHD 

still in its infancy, the diagnosis pro-

vided as many questions as answers. 

I was forced to understand and man-

age my ADHD on my own. Over 

the past 25 years, I have had both 

academic and professional success—

including an undergraduate degree, 

two graduate programs, and a CPA 

license, all of which I accomplished 

without special accommodations.

Only now, at age 33, have I 

stopped to acknowledge my ADHD, 

educate myself, and re�ect on how 

it has impacted my life. I feel the 

behaviors associated with ADHD as 

de�ned by the medical community 

are correct, but from the perspective 

of observable actions instead of an 

understanding of the triggers that 

cause these behaviors. As someone 

who has managed his ADHD and 

achieved a high level of success, my 

goal is to provide insight and provide 

perspective on a diagnosis that is far 

too o�en perceived as a limitation. 

Once I understood what triggered 

my behaviors, I was able to make the 

necessary changes to allow me to be 

successful at anything. 

Inattention

To understand why someone would 

be described as inattentive, you �rst 

have to understand the environ-

ment in which he operates. I call 

the �rst aspect of my environment 

“the circus” in my head. I imagine 

that someone without ADHD closes 

their eyes in a quiet room and it’s, 

well, silent. Despite what’s going on 

around me, there is another world 

in my head that includes a Ferris 

wheel, clowns, carnival games, and 

an up-tempo soundtrack. As a child, 

it was as if my classes were held in the 

middle of a circus every day. In the 

absence of external distractions, I can 

easily become distracted by the circus 

in my head when I become bored.

!e second aspect impacting my 

attention is the literal environment 

in which I am asked to operate. I’ve 

learned it plays a signi�cant role in 

my ability to focus. In a classroom 

setting, I would easily be perceived 

as inattentive, but I believe my cor-

nerstone characteristic is hypersensi-

tivity to my environment.

Any change in one’s environment 

would trigger one to investigate and 

possibly lose focus. For me, however, 

these changes are magni�ed. Imag-

ine you gave a child without hearing 

problems two hearing aids before 

class. More than likely, the child will 

have di"culty focusing on the les-

son as he becomes aware of more 

surrounding noises. For me, this is 

every day—and all �ve of my senses 

are ampli�ed, not just my hearing.

During my graduate programs, I 

spent a signi�cant amount of time 

studying. I learned to create an en-

vironment that met my needs: air 

conditioning for body temperature, 

scented candles for smell, blank walls 

in front of me and only the task on 

my desk to limit my vision, gum 

and water for �avor, and either a fan 

blowing or headphones on my ears 

to block out sound. I knew I was 

hypersensitive; once I put myself in 

the right environment, I suddenly 

became e#ective and productive.

To operate in that world, I had to 

manage my hypersensitivity instead 

of leveraging it as a talent. When I 

entered the work force, my hyper-

sensitivity became a valuable asset. 
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In my head  “the circus” creates a 

challenging environment to find 

clarity under any conditions. 
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I thrived as a project leader. I understood 

my audiences and was able to engender 

the trust of leadership and my sta#.

Hyperactivity and impulsivity

Hyperactivity and impulsive behaviors are 

also commonly associated with ADHD. In 

the classroom setting, these are o�en de-

scribed as “frequently leaves desk,” acts as 

if “driven by motor,” “talks excessively,” and 

“interrupts others.”

!e primary driver of hyperactive 

behavior is what I can only describe as 

sporadic rushes of energy, almost like elec-

tricity rushing through my body randomly 

throughout the day. I imagine it’s similar 

to the feeling you get a�er drinking a six-

pack of energy drinks, except I don’t have 

control over when it comes. I feel instantly 

ampli�ed and can’t stop physically mov-

ing. !e result in a restrictive environment 

is an uncomfortable and awkward feeling. 

You may have felt similar feelings during 

a di"cult conversation; you just want it to 

be over so you can escape.

When the energy hits, the idea of be-

ing calm or patient seems as obtainable as 

having the power to �y. !e energy speeds 

up my brain and pace of thinking. If I 

can keep up I am a superstar, and if not, 

I get overwhelmed. At my best, I operate 

at a fast pace and outperform my peers. 

At my worst, I rush, get easily confused, 

and become unproductive. Juggling my 

education, career, and personal life, I 

would frequently rush myself to the point 

of frustration. Sometimes I would realize 

a�er reading several pages that I hadn’t 

retained anything. In an e#ort to move on 

to the next task, I was reading the begin-

ning and ending of sentences and moving 

on. My pace had exceeded my brain, and 

I had to slow myself down before I could 

complete any task.

Impulsive behaviors, like many of our 

behaviors, are perceived behaviors result-

ing from deeper underlying issues. To 

understand what drives my impulsive 

behavior, you simply need to appreciate 

my decision-making environment. In my 

head “the circus” creates a challenging en-

vironment to �nd clarity under any condi-

tions. Add on the in�uence of my external 

environment as I constantly battle distrac-

tions. Finally, throughout the day I ride a 

roller coaster of energy, both emotionally 

and physically. With each burst of energy, 

the circus in my head speeds up, the Ferris 

wheel spins faster, and the result is a vola-

tile environment where thinking before I 

act becomes di"cult.

For me, focusing on managing my envi-

ronment—while understanding and ap-

preciating “the circus” in my head and my 

rushes of energy—gives me knowledge to 

prepare myself to be successful. Believing 

I’m simply inattentive, hyperactive, and 

impulsive is limiting. Plus, it’s an ambigu-

ous battle to �ght.

How adults with ADHD describe and 

educate others about ADHD needs to 

evolve. !e phrase “attention de�cit” makes 

me cringe as much today as it did the �rst 

day I was told about my ADHD. By forcing 

the idea that we have a disability, the medi-

cal community is doing as much psycho-

logical harm as good. Had I bought into 

that view I likely would not have had the 

success I’ve enjoyed. I fear we may be un-

intentionally introducing children to self-

limiting behaviors. With a community of 

experienced adults with ADHD to provide 

a better understanding, we need to begin to 

rethink the message we are sending. ●A

Brett Martin is an ADHD coach based in Los 

Angeles (familyadhdcoach.com).
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