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The ADHD Shame Spiral
When a difficult moment starts to feel like a judgement about who
you are
A forgotten commitment, another late arrival or a small mistake can be frustrating in its own right. But when someone
has experienced repeated criticism, the event can become much bigger: I forgot turns into I always let people down; I
was late becomes I am unreliable. Shame moves attention away from a behaviour that can be understood or repaired
and towards a painful judgement of the whole self.

ADHD can affect attention, organisation, time management and forgetfulness. Repeated difficulties in these areas may
attract criticism or misunderstanding. This guide does not suggest that shame is inevitable in ADHD; it explores how
shame can develop and how to interrupt it when it does.

A useful distinction: guilt can say, “I did something I want to repair.” Shame says, “There is something wrong
with me.” Repair becomes easier when the event is separated from identity.

1. A forgotten commitment

Missing something important can have real consequences, but shame adds a second injury: “If I cared, I would have
remembered.” Interrupt the spiral: acknowledge the impact, repair what can be repaired, then strengthen the external
system — calendar, reminder, written confirmation or shared prompt — rather than relying on self-criticism.

2. Another late arrival

Repeated lateness can become loaded with embarrassment, particularly after years of being described as careless or
disrespectful. Interrupt the spiral: separate intention from outcome. Examine transition time, alarms, travel buffers and
when getting ready genuinely needs to begin. Accountability and self-respect can exist together.

3. A small mistake at work

A minor error can connect with memories of previous criticism. The mind may jump from one mistake to imagined
humiliation or proof of incompetence. Interrupt the spiral: name the factual error, its actual consequence and the next
repair step. One data point is not a verdict on your ability.

4. Hearing “just try harder”

This can imply that difficulty is simply a lack of effort. For someone already working hard to compensate for attention,
organisation or working-memory demands, that message can deepen self-blame. Interrupt the spiral: replace
effort-based judgement with a practical question: what support, structure or environmental change would make this
easier?

5. Comparing with others

Comparison often removes context. We see another person's result without seeing their support, capacity,
responsibilities, neurotype or starting point. Interrupt the spiral: compare today's needs with your own patterns rather
than another person's output. Progress can be uneven and still be real.

6. Remembering past criticism

A present-day mistake can reactivate old phrases and expectations. The remembered criticism may feel like evidence
even when circumstances have changed. Interrupt the spiral: identify whose voice you are hearing, then ask what a
fair, current and specific description of the situation would sound like.

NOTICE THE LOAD • PAUSE • REDUCE DEMANDS • RECOVER
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How the shame spiral can keep itself going
A shame spiral often contains several linked steps. The exact order differs, but recognising the pattern can create a
point where something different becomes possible.

Stage What may happen A different response

Trigger Late, forgotten task, criticism or mistake Describe the event factually.

Meaning “I always fail.” “I am useless.” Separate behaviour from identity.

Body response Tension, heat, nausea, racing heart, collapse Reduce demand and regulate before analysing.

Coping response Avoiding, hiding, over-explaining, perfectionism Choose one safe repair step.

Executive load Stress makes planning and starting harder Externalise the next step; reduce choices.

More difficulty Another delay or unfinished task Treat this as information, not proof of worth.

Interrupting the spiral
1. Name the event, not yourself. “I missed the deadline” is specific. “I am a failure” is an identity judgement.
2. Regulate before problem-solving. Shame can make the nervous system feel threatened; fewer questions and a
quieter environment may help.
3. Find the repair. Apologise, clarify, reschedule or correct what can actually be corrected.
4. Find the support. Ask what external structure could reduce recurrence.
5. Stop the punishment. Repair is useful; hours of self-attack rarely improve executive functioning.

For partners, family and friends
Avoid turning an ADHD-related difficulty into a character judgement. You can acknowledge impact without humiliation: “I
was worried when you were late; can we work out a system that helps next time?” is different from “You never care
about anyone else.” If someone is already flooded with shame, long lectures can make it harder for them to hear the
practical message.

At work or in education
Clear written expectations, prioritised tasks, realistic checkpoints and appropriate environmental adjustments can
reduce avoidable executive load. Feedback is more useful when it is specific to behaviour and includes what needs to
happen next, rather than broad judgements about attitude or capability.

A message from Maggie
One forgotten thing, one late arrival or one difficult day does not tell the whole story of you. You can take
responsibility without tearing yourself apart. You can repair something without making yourself the problem.
When that old critical voice starts turning a moment into a verdict, try asking: what happened, what do I need
now, and what would help next time? That is where change can begin.
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My Shame Spiral Map
Complete this when you have enough space to reflect. You do not need to force yourself through it while you are
distressed.

What happened?

Describe only the observable event. Leave out labels about yourself.

What did my mind immediately say about me?

Write the automatic judgement or remembered criticism.

What happened in my body?

Notice tension, heat, nausea, heaviness, tears, racing thoughts, shutdown or an urge to escape.

What did shame make me want to do?

Hide, apologise repeatedly, abandon the task, overwork, people-please, argue, withdraw, become perfect?

What actually needs repairing?

Identify the practical action — if there is one — rather than punishing yourself.

What support could make this easier next time?

Reminder, written instructions, extra transition time, fewer tasks, body doubling, quieter space, clearer priorities?

A fairer sentence

Write something accurate and humane: “I made a mistake and I can repair it” or “I am struggling with this task; that is not the same as
being incapable.”
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Further support, books and professional
context

Persistent shame can affect confidence, relationships, work and willingness to seek help. If self-criticism is intense or
long-standing, therapy can offer a place to understand where those beliefs developed and practise a different response.
Approaches may include CBT-informed work, compassion-focused approaches, acceptance-based approaches or other
therapy tailored to the individual.

Book recommendations
Taking Charge of Adult ADHD — Russell A. Barkley. Practical, evidence-informed approaches to adult ADHD and
external supports.

How to ADHD — Jessica McCabe. Accessible discussion of ADHD barriers, self-understanding and practical
strategies.

Self-Compassion — Kristin Neff. Explores responding to difficulty with greater kindness while retaining responsibility
and agency.

Unmasking Autism — Devon Price. Although focused on autism rather than ADHD, it may be useful for people
exploring masking, internalised expectations and neurodivergent self-understanding, particularly where neurotypes
overlap.

Professional information
NICE NG87 — Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder: diagnosis and management. NICE recommends a
comprehensive, individualised approach to ADHD, including discussion of how symptoms affect everyday functioning
and consideration of environmental modifications and psychological support where appropriate.

NHS — ADHD in adults. NHS information describes adult ADHD difficulties including distractibility, organisation, time
management and forgetfulness, and outlines routes to assessment and support.

This resource is psychoeducational and does not diagnose ADHD. Shame can occur with many experiences and
conditions. If shame is accompanied by thoughts of self-harm, suicide, feeling unable to stay safe or an immediate
crisis, seek urgent support through emergency services, NHS 111/999 as appropriate, or a crisis service.
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