Social Exhaustion

When connection uses more energy than other people can see

Social exhaustion is more than simply wanting time alone. A conversation can require attention, working memory,
turn-taking, filtering background noise, reading tone and facial expression, choosing words, regulating emotion and
deciding when to speak. When several of these demands happen together, social contact can use a substantial amount
of cognitive and sensory capacity.

ADHD can affect attention, organisation, impulse control and stress tolerance, and some adults experience difficulties
in relationships or social interaction. Sensory differences and social-communication demands may also be relevant,
particularly for people who are autistic as well as ADHD. NHS information notes that autistic masking can make
everyday activities and social interactions exhausting and stressful.

Needing recovery after connection does not mean the connection was unwanted. A person can enjoy
people, care deeply about relationships and still need significant quiet or low-demand time afterwards.

1. Following several conversations

Group situations can require constant switching: listening to one speaker, noticing another person beginning to talk,
remembering the original point and filtering competing voices. Reduce the load: choose smaller groups where
possible, sit where fewer conversations compete, ask people to repeat information and allow yourself to focus on one
conversation rather than tracking the whole room.

2. Reading unspoken cues

Tone, facial expression, pauses, humour, implied meaning and knowing when to enter a conversation all require
processing. Not everyone finds these cues equally automatic. Reduce the load: favour direct communication, ask for
clarification rather than guessing, and remember that missing a cue is not a moral failure.

3. Noise and visual activity

Restaurants, offices, parties and family gatherings can combine voices, music, movement, lighting and visual clutter.
Sensory input competes for attention and may increase fatigue. Reduce the load: quieter seating, ear protection where
appropriate, lower lighting, shorter visits or regular movement/quiet breaks.

4. Masking natural responses

Some people consciously monitor eye contact, facial expression, movement, speech, enthusiasm or the urge to stim in
order to fit expectations. This may make social interaction more effortful. Reduce the load: identify safer relationships
and environments where less performance is required and natural regulation is accepted.

5. No breaks or exit plan

Knowing there is no acceptable way to leave can make a social event feel more demanding before it has even begun.
Reduce the load: decide an approximate leaving time, arrange independent transport where possible, identify a quiet
space and agree a simple phrase or signal for taking a break.

6. Recovering after connection

The demand may continue after everyone has gone home. A person may need silence, familiar routines, reduced
conversation, movement, sleep or time without decisions. Support recovery: avoid filling the post-social period with
chores or questions where possible. Recovery is part of the activity, not evidence that the activity went badly.

NOTICE THE LOAD  PAUSE « REDUCE DEMANDS « RECOVER
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What social exhaustion can look like

Social exhaustion may be obvious, or it may appear only once the person reaches a safe environment. Someone who
seemed lively and engaged can become quiet, irritable, tearful or unable to make decisions afterwards. This does not
automatically mean they were pretending to enjoy themselves.

Losing the thread of conversation Slow the pace; one speaker at a time; summarise key information.

Words become harder to find Allow pauses, text communication or silence without filling every gap.

Noise starts to feel painful or intrusive Move somewhere quieter, reduce sound or use suitable ear protection.
Becoming unusually quiet Do not immediately demand an explanation. Check whether space or company

is preferred.

Strong urge to leave Treat leaving or taking a break as regulation, not rudeness.
Exhaustion after getting home Protect decompression time before expecting chores, decisions or more
conversation.

Before, during and after

Before: check how much capacity is already available. Decide what time you want to arrive and leave, what transport
gives you control, and where you could take a break.

During: reduce unnecessary sensory and conversational load. Drink, eat if needed, move, step outside, use the toilet
break as genuine quiet time, or focus on one person rather than the whole room.

After: deliberately lower demand. Familiar food, comfortable clothing, dimmer light, headphones, a shower, movement,
a familiar programme or simply no conversation may help.

For partners, family and friends

Try not to interpret recovery needs as rejection. Ask what kind of contact is easiest after a demanding social event:
quiet company, no talking, being alone, a drink brought in, or a simple check-in later. Invitations can also feel safer
when declining, leaving early or taking a break is genuinely acceptable.

At work or in education

A quiet workspace, written instructions and help planning tasks are examples of reasonable adjustments described by
the NHS for adults with ADHD. Where social and sensory load is significant, practical adjustments might also include
quieter meeting spaces, agendas in advance, breaks between meetings, written follow-up and fewer unnecessary
interruptions.

A message from Maggie

You can love people and still need to recover from being with people. You can enjoy the conversation and still
reach the point where your words disappear. You can want connection and also need silence afterwards. Your
need for recovery does not cancel the value of the connection. Give yourself permission to build the pause into
the plan.
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My Social Energy & Recovery Map

Use this page to understand what spends your social energy and what genuinely restores it. There is no correct amount
of social contact to aim for.

What social situations use the most energy?

Groups, unfamiliar people, meetings, restaurants, family events, phone calls, video calls, small talk, conflict?

What adds hidden load?

Noise, lighting, eye contact, remembering names, interpreting humour, waiting to speak, masking, travel, uncertainty?

What are my early signs that | am running low?

Losing words, irritability, zoning out, headache, restlessness, going quiet, wanting to escape, difficulty deciding?

What helps during the interaction?

One-to-one conversation, a quieter seat, movement, outside air, written information, a trusted person, a planned break?

What is my exit plan?

How can | leave, pause or shorten an event without having to invent an explanation while exhausted?

What does recovery actually look like for me?

Silence, low light, familiar food, music, movement, sleep, no decisions, comfortable clothing, time alone, quiet company?

What can other people know in advance?

Write one short sentence that explains what support is useful without requiring you to explain everything in the moment.
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Further reading and professional context

Social exhaustion is a descriptive experience rather than a diagnosis. It can occur for many reasons, including
sustained attention demands, sensory overload, anxiety, stress, autistic masking, poor sleep, physical illness or simply
a period containing more social demand than usual. A marked or persistent change in energy deserves broader
consideration rather than automatically being attributed to ADHD.

Book recommendations

How to ADHD — Jessica McCabe. Accessible ADHD-informed strategies for understanding executive-function
demands and building practical supports.

Taking Charge of Adult ADHD — Russell A. Barkley. Evidence-informed guidance on adult ADHD, self-management
and external supports.

Unmasking Autism — Devon Price. Explores autistic masking and the cost of continually performing expected social
behaviour; particularly relevant where autism and ADHD overlap.

Looking After Your Autistic Self — Niamh Garvey. Practical discussion of sensory needs, energy, regulation and
everyday self-support for autistic people.

Professional sources

NHS — ADHD in adults. NHS information describes difficulties including distractibility, organisation and impulsivity,
notes that ADHD can affect relationships, and lists reasonable adjustments such as quiet workspaces and written
instructions.

NHS — Signs of autism in adults. NHS information describes difficulties interpreting facial expression, gesture or
tone for some autistic adults and explicitly notes that masking can make everyday activities and social interactions
exhausting and stressful.

NICE NG87 — ADHD: diagnosis and management. NICE guidance supports an individualised approach and
consideration of environmental modifications and functioning across everyday settings.

This guide is psychoeducational and is not a diagnostic checklist. If fatigue is new, severe, persistent, associated with
significant physical symptoms or causing a major change in functioning, consider appropriate medical or mental-health
assessment rather than assuming it is solely neurodivergence.
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