
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Attention Deficit Disorder and Lateness 

As someone with ADD / ADHD, it’s highly likely that you would list “lateness” as one of your main 

challenges.  This can potentially create a problem in two forms: 

 Being late for appointments, meetings and social events 

 Being unable to complete projects on time, fulfilling plans as intended, or honoring 

commitments 

Late for appointments 

When you are typically late in meeting other people, the result may be exasperation or anger on the part 

of others, hurt feelings, perhaps broken relationships. 

People assume a motive - There is a concept called “attribution theory” that means that people tend to 

attribute a motive to a human behavior that they don’t understand.  The assumed motive is likely to be 

one that they themselves would be feeling if they were always late.  It probably is not the real reason that 

the person with ADD / ADHD is late.  Nevertheless, people will think, feel or behave based on their 

assumption. 

Examples: 

 If you are always late for business meetings, your boss could assume you don’t care or have a 
negative attitude. 

 If you are late for a sales call, your prospect may assume you are rude, or don’t think his 
business is very important. 

 If you are always late in meeting a friend or date, that person might assume you don’t really care 
to spend time with them.  

 
Unable to meet target dates and deadlines 

This kind of lateness can cause job loss and career derailment.  Once it becomes apparent to boss and 

clients that you are poor at planning and time management, it can be the kiss of death to many 

professional careers. 

When people start to believe they can’t count on you to deliver, this can hurt your reputation in your 

industry, and erode your personal friendships and even your marriage over time. 

Why are people with ADD / ADHD so often late? 

There are many different reasons, stemming from many different common ADD challenges.  
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In any given situation, you might experience any one of these situations: 

 Distraction – You notice something you left undone as you’re walking out the door 

 Procrastination – You don’t get ready until the last minute, and then there’s not enough time 

 Paralysis – You tend to get paralyzed with indecision when preparing to get dressed. 

 Hyper-focus – You get so caught up in what you’re doing that you lose track of time and forget 

you need to leave. 

 Disorganization – You don’t have everything with you that you need to take in your briefcase and 

spend time looking for things when you should have been out the door. 

No matter which of these typical ADD scenarios issues you relate to, if you have problems 

meeting time commitments, you are likely to have a poor “time sense.” 

 

What is a “Time Sense” and why does it matter? 

A time sense is the ability to determine amounts of time with a reasonable amount of 

accuracy. 

There are two types of time sense. 

1.  The ability to predict how long an activity or event will take. 

2.  The ability to sense how much time has passed while engaged in an activity. 

Predicting Time 

An ability to accurately predict how long something will take plays a big factor in determining when to start 

– or how long it’s safe to put off starting!  Someone with a good time sense about predicting how long 

things will take is usually thought to have good time management skills, IF he uses his time sense wisely.  

When you know how long it takes to do things, you can plan accordingly. 

Knowing how long things take doesn’t involve ESP.  This “knowledge” is usually based on past 

experience.  People who have a good time sense have automatically incorporated what they have 

learned in everyday life, or in specific past experiences, to make quick judgments about future events and 

activities.  These judgments are made so instantaneously that they seem to be unconscious.   

People with a poor time sense seem to: 

 Not notice how long typical activities take, therefore, not learning from past experience; and/or 

 Know how long things take, but don’t take this knowledge into consideration  

Having a time sense is critical to productivity because without having an ability to predict time accurately, 

structuring your day, planning a project or getting anywhere on time becomes a matter of luck.  
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Sensing Time Passing 

Some people are better than others when it comes to having an internal clock that tells them how much 

time is passing.    

It seems to be human nature that when we enjoy an activity or are truly involved in it, time seems to pass 

more quickly.  When we are bored or dislike what we're doing, time seems to drag.   

This tendency seems to be exaggerated in people with ADD.  In hyper-focus, we're often amazed how 

much time has passed.  And when we don't want to perform an activity, and finally do, we are often 

shocked to see how little time it actually took, compared to what we'd built it up to in our minds. 

Are people born with a time sense? 

It may be that the ability to naturally sense how much time has passed is innate, much like the way some 

people instinctively have a good sense of direction. 

However, the ability to know / project how long a task will take to complete is a type of knowledge that 

one would pick up as he or she goes through life.   Picking up on this knowledge somewhat 

unconsciously seems to be something that people without ADD have naturally done, and to a great 

extent, most people with ADD have not. 

Why do people with ADD / ADHD have trouble with time? 

People with ADD / ADHD typically have difficulties in planning, completing tasks / projects on time, 

beginning projects when they should, and being on time for appointments.  

We often are very poor at predicting how long activities take to perform, even common daily tasks that we 

have done many times before.    

Naturally, without a realistic sense of how long something takes, it makes sense that attempts to plan 

seem like fruitless exercises in futility. 

If you truly have no idea how long it will take you to do something that is similar to activities you’ve done 

before, you have not been in the habit of paying attention to time.  This is typical of many people with 

Attention Deficit Disorder. 

It may be that it involves an executive function of the brain that “pays attention” to the amount of time it 

takes to do things, and unconsciously files that information away for future retrieval.  With ADD, our 

mental “file cabinets” are not always open, so our brains may misfile a bit of information, or sometimes 

forgets to file information at all! 

Are your “defaults” faulty? 

We often hear the word "defaults" in reference to computers.  Computers have default settings that will 

perform functions in a particular way unless those settings are overridden by a command from the user. 

As human beings, we tend to have default ways of thinking and behaving.  These are often a result of 
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cultural conditioning or assumptions that are ingrained in you based on where and how you were brought 

up, and on your early experiences.  For instance, someone raised in London, where it rains much of the 

time, might carry an umbrella by default whenever leaving home.  

What are your defaults when it comes to time? 

Do you tend to run late every time you do errands?  If that’s the case, your default assumptions about one 

or more aspects of the errand are wrong. 

THOUGHT EXERCISE: 

Think about a typical errand where you will go and buy something in a store.  Now write down your very 

first thought of how long that will take.   ___________________ 

Did you consider how many minutes each of these steps really take?  Write your guess or assumption for 

each step here: 

 Walking or driving to the location  _______ 

 Parking _______ 

 Getting to the store from where you’ve parked  _________ 

 Finding the item you want  ________ 

 Additional time you may spend in the store  ________ 

 Waiting in line at check-out  ________ 

 Getting back to your car  ________ 

 Driving home  ________ 
 

Add up your guesses of how long each of these steps will take.  Now compare the total or your initial 

guess for the errand. 

If there is a significant difference, then you can see where your default assumptions about time were 

“faulty.”  With these wrong assumptions about time, you are likely to over-commit yourself and find it 

impossible to honor unrealistic time commitments. 

You can dramatically improve your time accuracy – starting now! 

The TIME SENSE TOOL  

This is a simple paper/pencil technique that pays off in extremely powerful results.  In fact, this one 

exercise can provide breakthrough insight for you in a many areas of your life where ADD is creating 

challenges. 

The purpose of the Time Sense Tool is to improve your ability to accurately predict how 

long things take.  
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Dramatically improve your sense of time 

Just the ability to be accurate on how long it takes you to do things can provide immediate benefits: 

 You can change the habit of being chronically late 

 You’ll be able to plan your time on projects to meet your goals, and have those plans be rooted 
in reality 

 You’ll be able to meet deadlines 

 You can stop over-committing yourself and disappointing people when follow-through 

becomes impossible 

 

How the Time Sense Tool works: 

In order to improve your sense of time, we first have to find out exactly how “off” your current time sense is. 

    >> See page 11 of these notes, or use the Time Sense template in your Handout. 

There are 8 columns.  Let’s look at each of them.  If you tend to get turned off by charts, just look at each 

column one at a time.  What matters here is not that it is in the form of a chart, but that it records specific 

pieces of information that will give you insight into your own time default patterns. 

COLUMN 1:  Activity 

This is where you’ll indicate the specific activity or task that you’ll guess the time on. 

Important points: 

 Be clear about what the start and end points of the activity are.  If you are measuring the time it 

takes you to get to work, know if you are considering it door-to-door, or just to getting to the 

parking lot.  

 Measure a specific task or activity, not a project.  If you are considering an activity that has 

several distinct steps, you might do better by considering each step a separate activity.  

 Pick any type of activities at all.  It doesn’t matter if they are ones you’ve ever done before or will 

ever do again.  In fact, you can use this technique when you are just waiting, at a checkout line or 

stuck in traffic.  You can guess how long it will take to get to the front of the line, or to the freeway 

exit. 

 Pick a variety of activities.  The more different kinds of things you look at, the more quickly you’ll 

see your patterns. 

The more activities you enter, the faster you’ll develop your time sense.  But even if you just enter 

one a day, it will give you good information to improve quickly. 
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COLUMN 2:  Prediction 

Here is where you enter your guess of how many minutes this activity will take. 

 Always enter your projection in minutes.  So if you want to project an hour and fifteen minutes, 

then enter 75 minutes. 

 Try to stick to specific activities that are less than an hour.  If you’re writing a report that you think 

will take two hours, it might be better to predict just one section at a time.  The longer the activity 

measured, the more likely you’ll get interrupted in the middle. 

 Enter your predicted number of minutes of the specific activity only, not anything else that may 

come before or after. 

COLUMN 3:  Time Started 

Enter the time on the clock when you actually start. 

Do not enter the time in advance, or when you intend to start.  Only make an entry for the time you 

started. 

COLUMN 4:  Time Finished 

This should be the time on the clock that you actually finished the activity in Column 1.  

Do not write the time you quit if it was not finished, unless you will then record the time you started up 

again.  We’re trying to get a realistic sense of how long it actually took to complete the activity. 

COLUMN 5:  Reality, The number of minutes it really took 

This is the number you calculate when you look at your start and stop times.  

Interruptions: 

If you were interrupted in the middle, consider whether this was normal interruption, or a long and unusual 

one.  If you are normally interrupted in work by phone calls or people asking you questions, then don’t 

stop the clock.  Just consider this part of the time it took to work on the activity. 

If you had a long and unusual interruption, then it would make sense to “stop the clock,” record the time 

you stopped, and resume again.  Then add the two times together. 

You might want to note in “Comments” what kind of interruptions affected the time. 

COLUMN 6:  The difference in minutes 

Subtract the number of minutes you projected (Col. 2) from the reality (Col. 6).  If you under-projected, 

this will be a positive number.   For example, if you guessed 20 minutes and it really took 50 minutes, 50 
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minus 20 is 30.  The difference was 30 minutes longer than you predicted. 

If you over-predicted, you’d have a negative number.  Example: you predicted 15 minutes but the activity 

only took 7 minutes.  Subtract 15 from 7 and you get negative-8.  When you have a negative number, it 

can help your view-at-a-glance to put it in parentheses. 

COLUMN 7:  The difference in percentage 

If we simply looked at your difference between prediction and reality in minutes, we wouldn’t be able to 

see a clear pattern.  You might be only two minutes off on a short activity like brushing your teeth; 

however that two minutes could mean that the activity took twice as long as you predicted, or 100% 

increase over your prediction. 

Compare that to another activity where you were ten minutes off: writing a complex explanation in an 

email.  Perhaps you guessed it would take 45 minutes, and it actually took 55.  In this case, the ten 

minutes actually represented a 22% increase over the prediction. 

So the only way to clearly see your pattern is to look at your difference in terms of percentages, or in how 

many times greater reality was compared to your prediction.   

It’s quite possible your predictions are quite far off the mark.  You may find that most activities take 

several times as long as you imagined they would.   

How to Calculate Difference as a Percentage 

Example:  Imagine that you predict that going through all the papers on your desk will take an 

hour and ten minutes (70 minutes).  Instead, it actually took you 4 hours and 20 minutes (260 

minutes).  The difference is 190 minutes (260 - 70 = 190).  That comes out to 271%, or almost 3 

times as long as your prediction! 

Here's how to calculate the percentage: 

 Multiply Column 6 (the difference) by 100 
 Divide that number by Column 2 (your prediction) 
 That result is the percentage difference between your prediction and reality. 

In the desk-clearing example above: 

 Column 6 (difference between prediction and reality) is 190 minutes 
 Multiply: 190 x 100 = 19,000 
 19,000 divided by Column 2 (your prediction) of 70 minutes is 271%.  

The reality is 271% of the prediction. 

How to Calculate “Times” Difference 

Another way of looking at it is to ask “How many times greater is the reality than my prediction?”  

Divide your prediction in Column 2 into the reality in Column 5.  In this case, 260 divided by 70 is 
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3.71, or almost 4.  So you could say that cleaning the desk took almost 4 times as long as you 

thought it would. 

 COLUMN 8:  Comments 

Here is where you can note anything unusual that contributed to your difference, or any remark that would 

help you in gaining insight into your behavior patterns regarding time.  You could note things you’d want 

to change for future Activity notations, such as insufficient clarity of start and end point, or choosing too 

complex an activity.  You might also note useful information such as where and when you performed the 

activity. 

Learn from the information: 

The more you can determine about your prediction behavior, the faster you’ll be able to 

improve your Time Sense.  

Look for patterns 

Do you see any pattern in the information of how “off” your predictions were?  The most important column 

is the percentage difference.  You may be surprised to find that many or all of your predictions were 50% 

off, or that almost everything took at least four times as long as you predicted.  

It's not unusual for people with ADD to have things take 8 times as long as they imagined! 

A highly inaccurate pattern of prediction is good news – It means that many of your challenges stem 

back to simply having a poor time sense!  

 Types of Activities - If you don’t see a common theme of your “difference” numbers overall, see if 

there’s a pattern in the types of activities performed.  Perhaps you are pretty accurate in predicting 

how long it takes to get places, but highly inaccurate in guessing how long things take to do. 

 Time of Day – You may be more focused at certain kinds of day, and therefore better able to 

assess how long you take. 

 Location – Perhaps you focus better in certain locations, which has an affect on your accuracy.  

Use the information to adjust your predictions. 

If you see that everything you predict actually takes at least five times longer, you should multiply your 

predictive assumptions by five.  

Perhaps you can’t believe the patterns you see can really be true, so you adjust your next week’s 

predictions by four.  That’s still an improvement.  If you can continue to adjust until you are accurate, 

you’ll have given yourself an excellent sense of time, which can improve your ability to plan. 
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How to make sure you successfully learn from Time Sense  

This tool is simple to use and will pay off hugely in dividends.  If you start using this Time Sense Tool a bit 

every day now, you could be accurate on your time predictions by the end of this course! 

Don't lose the benefit by letting tiny roadblocks get in your way.    

Here are tips to avoid the pitfalls that many of my clients fall into that hold up their momentum. 

 Record your entries in one place.  If you don't have the template with you, carry a small notebook 

to make entries, and then later transfer them onto the form. 

 Make multiple copies of the Time Sense form, and keep one in your car, one in your briefcase, 

one at work, etc. 

 Don't get hung up on the form.  If you don't like the Time Sense Tool template, then record the 

necessary information in any way that works better for you.  The only thing that really matters is 

getting a sense of your own prediction patterns and how they veer from reality. 

 Remind yourself periodically to make activity entries.  You may need a Post-It Note, periodic 

reminders in your phone, or a note on your alarm clock.  Remember, just one entry a day is 

progress.  More will lead to faster progress. 

 Believe what you experience.  You may have been operating under faulty "shoulds" about how 

long you think something should take.  It doesn't matter how long or short a time it may take 

others to perform a task.  The only thing that matters is learning how long it takes you to do it. 

 

Choose to use your new understanding of time  

Eliminating lateness, and success in planning, are not based on time sense alone!   

Once you have become reality-based about your assumptions, and practice modifying your predictions 

based on reality, you will find that you can plan much more accurately. 

The second benefit of using the Time Sense Tool is that you will now see more clearly other ADD-

related tendencies that get in your way. 

 

Additional Obstacles to Time Management 

IMPATIENCE:  You may find that you now know how to be on time.  But that means sometimes you get 

there before the other person and have to wait a few minutes.  You may find that you have to fight your 

tendency to go run an errand or try to fit in one more thing, just because you hate waiting! 

(Of course, that means you are forcing the other person to wait for you.) 
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 Solution:  Always have something entertaining with you to do (book, sketch pad, video, music, 

etc.) 

DISTRACTION:  It might become clear to you how much the time it takes you to perform tasks is 

extended due to your need to get up or take breaks.   

 Solution:  Instead of fighting this tendency, deliberately break up your activities into shorter steps 

with specific endings, and plan to take the mental breaks you need.  Then you can work more 

efficiently. 

 Use a timer to keep you on task, or to make short bursts of work more stimulating.  You 

can play "Beat the Clock" and push yourself to complete as much as possible before the timer 

goes off. 

DISORGANIZATION:  You could find that you were not able to start your activities as you intended 

because you spent a long time looking for what you needed.  In that case, create a separate "pre-step" 

activity of the search.   

 Solution:  The root cause of this problem is disorganized habits.  The Time Sense Tool can 

make it clear how much disorganization is adding extra time to your work.  Spending a bit of time 

organizing, and establishing organizing rituals, will save you time throughout the day that you are 

now wasting. 

GETTNG STARTED:  The greatest obstacle to time management experienced by many with ADD / 

ADHD is difficulty in just getting started on projects in the first place.   

There are two categories of difficulties getting started: 

 PROCRASTINATION – When you can’t get started because you just don’t feel like it.  This is an 

issue of disinterest and lack of motivation, associated with a task that is boring and mundane, or 

tedious and difficult. 

 Solution – Make the task more stimulating by: 

1. Doing it in a more stimulating environment, such as a café  

2. Providing background stimulation such as music, TV or audio books 

3. Raising adrenaline by working in short bursts with a timer, playing “Beat the Clock” 

 MENTAL PARALYSIS – When you want to get started but are unable to because you are blocked.  

The blockage can come from a variety of reasons that are individual to you.  The exact nature of why 

you are blocked will depend on the task itself. 

Common types of paralysis for those with ADD / ADHD are: 

Overwhelm  Missing pieces  

Perfectionism  Anxiety or fear of outcome  



 

 

 
Overcoming Obstacles to Time Management       Thrive with ADD  © Copyright Bonnie Mincu 2013 

Virtual ADHD Conference 2013                                www.thrivewithadd.com                                         bonnie@bonniemincu.com 

11 

Ambiguity  Unsure how to start  

Shame  Competing priorities  

 Solution – The critical first step is to identify the problem.   You can do that more easily with the 

graphic diagram, the “Procrastination Transformation Key Tool.”  It’s included as a handout, 

and also can be downloaded at http://www.thrivewithadd.com/key.  

Keep track of what type of mental paralysis you tend to experience most often, and what type of 

task triggers it.  (There are strategies and tools for dealing with each kind of mental paralysis that 

are beyond the scope of this class.) 

The ability to conquer lateness and time management challenges is within your control.  All you need to 

do is grasp the tools and use them! 
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Practice:     DEVELOP YOUR TIME SENSE 

 

Goal:  To become much more accurate about projecting how long things will take, in order to be able to    

             manage time and plan realistically. 

1. how you can create effective solutions by tracking what does and doesn't work 

2. what types of roadblocks are causing you the greatest difficulty 

Fill out at least 10 random activities on your Time Sense Tool. * 

 (Download HANDOUT) 

 Choose activities that are 60 minutes or less.    

 Break down projects into steps and consider each step as an activity.   

 Be clear about the beginning and end of the activity before you start. 

o Avoid trying Time Sense on open-ended activities such as online research, since you 

probably won’t know when you’re done 

 Include some travel in your time sense entries. 

o Consider each aspect of the trip such as walking, driving, waiting for a subway, 

parking, taking an elevator to a high floor.   

o Decide what elements are included before you begin timing the trip.  It may be most 

useful to time each element separately. 

 Look for patterns in your time predictions and behavior.  You may notice different types of 

patterns in your results. 

 Use your patterns to modify your predictions for better accuracy. 

o Start multiplying your predictions by the results in Column 7! 

The more activities you record, the faster you will improve your time sense and time 

management! 

 

*Full size Time Sense Tool is in the Handout. 


