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“Emotional” Voices

� “I am way too emotional.”

� “Does being hypersensitive have anything to do 

with ADHD?”

� “I feel like I stick to emotions like flypaper.”

� “People always think I am being too over 

reactive to things that everyone agrees are 

terrible.”

� “Sometimes I feel nothing when everyone 

around me is crying.  Am I a sociopath?”

Emotional Self-Regulation

� Dr. Russell Barkley cites ADHD as an Executive 
Functioning Disorder 

� Inhibition and self-regulation both include emotional 
component

� Emotional Self-Regulation?

1) Ability to inhibit inappropriate behavior related to strong 
negative or positive emotion

2) Self-soothe any physiological arousal 

3) Refocus attention from the emotionally charged events

4) Organize emotions supporting long term goals

Deficient Emotional Self Regulation 

(DESR): 

� Lack inhibitory capacity to censor emotional reactions

� Quick bursts of anger

� Frustration

� Impatience

� Excitability

� Problems inhibiting inappropriate behavior related to 
strong positive or negative emotion

� Difficulty self-soothing from strong affect

� Refocusing attention away from strong emotion

The Emotional ADHD Brain

� Amygdala

� Emotional, primitive center of the brain, “raw”

� Anterior Cingulate Cortex

� Regulatory systems for behavior, attention and emotions

� fMRI shows lower activity in ADHD

� Supposed to help soothe/regulate/inhibit amygdala

� Amygdala gone wild, Emotionally impulsive

� Stimulants may mimic non-ADHD counterparts

� Normal emotions but without boundaries
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The Emotional ADHD Brain

� Dopamine related?

Chen et al (2011) found that dopamine 

system related to Highly Sensitive 

Personality

Why would people with ADHD be 

emotionally hypersensitive?

� Hyperfocus 

� Stimulation

� Distracting

� Obsessional

� Imaginative

� Visual memories

Why would people with ADHD be 

emotionally hypersensitive?

� Often connect with things on a multi-modal 
basis in order to fully connect

� Vicarious observers and listeners 

� Emotions are reinforced by others reactions and 

media coverage

� Emotions demand attention in a way that other 

things don’t

� Empathic

� Sensitive central nervous system

Effect of Emotions on ADHD 

symptoms

� Joy

� Sadness

� Anger

� Guilt 

� Fear

How ADHD symptoms can lead to 

various emotions

� Joy

� Sadness 

� Anger

� Guilt

� Fear

Results of being hypersensitive 

� Empathic

� Can absorb energy in room quickly

� Can get over aroused by external stimuli quickly

� Others see you as “dramatic”, “histrionic” and 
“over reactive”

� Others may be drawn to you seeking comfort, 

validation, support

� Avoid emotional stimuli

� Shutdown, appear aloof, lowered empathy
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Gender Issues

� Girls and Women: Hysterical, not taken 

seriously, patronized 

� Boys and Men: Feminine, Gay, “Sensitive”, 

Disturbed

� Damaging in addition to whatever they have 

been told by virtue of having ADHD

Diagnostic Dilemmas

� Depression

� Oppositional Defiant Disorder

� Bipolar Disorder 

� Anxiety

� Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

� Borderline Personality Disorder

Treatment/Strategies

� Do not be self-critical or judging

� Stop the shoulding 

� ACCEPT yourself as a highly emotional being

� Lack of acceptance leads to exacerbation of emotion 
or secondary emotions

� Surround yourself with people who celebrate 
and affirm who you are

� Don’t judge yourself if you need to avoid the 
intensity or exposure to certain stimuli

� Kick the shame to the curb

Treatment/Strategies

� List all the positives of emotional hypersensitivity

� Identify your triggers

� Identify what exactly you are reacting to (the feeling can 
sometimes feel disconnected from whatever caused that 

feeling)

� Deep breathing, lower physiological arousal

� Set healthy boundaries with yourself and others 
(building a shield)

� Does your career/relationships/health habits appeal or 
go against your emotional sensitivity?

Treatment/Strategies

� Acceptance that bad things happen

� UNPLUG from continuous feed of charged events

� Feel the feeling, do not avoid completely (can feel like a 
fine line). Be careful for the shutdown mode.

� If it becomes intrusive, engage with it healthily (music, 

art, sports)

� Sometimes necessary to do emotional exposures

� Do not assume that all that is expressed is all one feels, 
it could simply be a fraction

Parenting an Emotional ADHD 

Child

� Being a parent makes you emotionally 
vulnerable

� Monitor your own emotional reactivity

� Validate your child’s emotions

� Never say “You’re too sensitive”.

� However, work on a good filter so that the 

emotions do not overwhelm them.

� Watch your self judgment

� Give yourself breaks
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Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy:

Cognitive Distortions

� All or nothing thinking

� Overgeneralization

� Filtering

� Disqualifying the positive

� Mind reading

� Fortune telling

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy:

Cognitive Distortions

� Catastrophizing 

� Magnification or minimization

� Emotional reasoning

� Should statements

� Labeling

� Personalization

Treatment/Strategies

� The goal is to honor yourself as an emotional 

being, while at the same time, working at 
experiencing, expressing and managing those 

emotions in a healthy and productive manner.
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