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Why Do I Keep Forgetting Things?
ADHD-friendly systems for everyday responsibilities

Forgetting a household task, an appointment or something your partner asked you to do can

look simple from the outside. Inside, it may feel like an intention disappeared completely. You

can care about the task, agree that it matters and genuinely plan to complete it, yet lose access

to it when attention moves elsewhere. Repeated experiences like this can create shame,

arguments and the painful belief that you are unreliable.

Forgetting is not the same as not caring

ADHD can affect working memory, prospective memory, time awareness, attention switching

and task initiation. Prospective memory is the ability to remember that something needs to

happen later. If the cue is not visible at the right moment, an intention may not return to

awareness until another person asks or a consequence appears. The answer is not more

self-criticism. It is to make the intention visible outside your head.

This guide concentrates on everyday systems: cleaning, washing, bills, appointments, promises

and shared household responsibilities. The aim is not to create a perfect routine. It is to reduce

the number of steps between noticing and acting, use reminders that appear where they are

needed, and make it easy to restart after a difficult day.

Why ordinary advice can fail
Advice such as “make a list” assumes you will remember where the list is, look at it at the right

time, understand what each item means and have enough energy to begin. An ADHD-friendly

system supports all of those stages. It is visible, specific, connected to an existing action and

small enough to use when life is busy.

You are not trying to become a different person. You are building an environment that
helps your intentions stay available.

Build one dependable memory system
Use one capture point. Choose one place for every new commitment: a phone task list, a

paper planner kept in one location, or a voice-note inbox. Capture the information while it is

being discussed. Do not rely on remembering it later. Write the next action, not only the topic:

“book boiler service on Monday; number saved in contacts” is more usable than “boiler.”

Create one daily view. A large master list can become visual noise. Each evening or morning,

move no more than three essential actions into a short “Today” view. Include time-critical

responsibilities first and make the starting action obvious. Everything else can remain in “This

week” without competing for attention.

Place the reminder at the point of action. A reminder works best when it appears where the

behaviour happens. Put the return by the front door, the laundry timer beside the machine, the

recycling cue near the exit and the bill reminder beside the place where you use online banking.
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If an item is hidden, use a visible label or photograph of what belongs inside the cupboard.

Name alarms with verbs. “Dentist 2pm” still leaves several decisions. “Stop work and put

shoes on” at 1:15, followed by “leave now” at 1:30, tells the brain what to do. Keep alarms

limited and meaningful, because too many repeated alerts quickly become background noise.

Link tasks to anchors rather than motivation. Attach a responsibility to something that

already happens: check tomorrow’s calendar when the phone charges, start the dishwasher

after the evening meal, take rubbish out when leaving the house, or put one load of washing on

after Saturday breakfast. The anchor provides the cue that memory may not generate on its

own.

The rule of one

One capture point. One daily view. One place for keys and wallet. One weekly household

check-in. Simplicity reduces the number of places your attention has to search. Add

complexity only when the basic system is being used reliably.

Cleaning and washing without the shame cycle
Cleaning becomes difficult when the task has no clear boundary. “Clean the kitchen” may

contain dishes, food, rubbish, surfaces, cupboards and decisions about where objects belong.

Turn it into a fixed sequence: collect rubbish; move dishes; gather laundry; return items that

already have a home; clean one surface. Set a short timer and stop at the agreed point. A

completed ten-minute reset is more repeatable than an exhausting rescue clean.

Reduce decisions by storing equipment where it is used. A small bathroom cleaning kit can

remove the need to find supplies in another room. Open baskets or broad categories may work

better than detailed storage systems. If “put it away properly” prevents completion, define a

simpler version of properly that keeps the space functional.

Laundry is not one task. It is collect, sort if necessary, load, start, move, dry and put away. Each

transition is a place where the intention can disappear. Set the first reminder as soon as the

machine starts and name it “move washing now.” Leave the empty basket in front of the

machine as a physical cue. If folding creates a backlog, hang only what needs hanging and use

clearly separated baskets for everything else.

Repeatedly forgetting does not mean you need a harsher system. It often means the system

asks for too many invisible steps. Look for the exact point where the process stops and redesign

that transition. If clean clothes remain in a pile, the problem may be the putting-away method

rather than washing itself.

A fifteen-minute household reset

Choose the same short sequence each time: 1) rubbish and recycling, 2) dishes, 3) laundry,

4) clear one surface, 5) check tomorrow. Use a visible timer. Stop after fifteen minutes or

deliberately choose another round. The purpose is to restore function, not reach perfection.

Permission to make it easier
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Disposable reminders, repeated meals, duplicated cleaning supplies, baskets instead of

drawers and asking someone to sit nearby can all be reasonable supports. A system is

successful when it helps daily life work, not when it looks impressive to someone else.

Commitments, relationships and repair
Forgetting something another person asked for can feel personal to them, even when it was not

deliberate. An explanation of ADHD matters, but repair also needs a practical change. Capture

the request while they are present, repeat back what you have recorded and agree when it will

be reviewed. A shared calendar or household board can make agreements visible without

placing one person in the role of repeatedly reminding the other.

Be honest about capacity. Saying yes automatically and hoping you will remember can create

more disappointment than pausing to check. Try: “I want to help. Let me look at what I have

already committed to,” or “Please wait while I put that into my reminder.” This is responsible

communication, not a lack of spontaneity.

When something has been forgotten, avoid disappearing into shame or defensiveness. Name

what happened, acknowledge the impact and give a specific repair: “I forgot to make the call. I

understand that has delayed things. I have booked time at nine tomorrow and set the reminder

while we are talking.” Then review why the original cue failed.

Some days bring illness, poor sleep, sensory overload, work pressure or emotional exhaustion.

Prepare a minimum-day plan before one arrives. Decide which responsibilities protect health

and safety, which can wait, and who needs a short message. A reduced plan prevents

everything from becoming equally urgent.

My forgetting-pattern check-in

What disappeared? Where did the chain break? What cue would appear there?

________________ ________________________ ________________________

________________ ________________________ ________________________

________________ ________________________ ________________________

Review the system, not your worth. Set aside ten minutes once a week to look at what was

forgotten and what was remembered. Notice whether reminders arrived too early, appeared in

the wrong place or required too many decisions. Keep what worked and change only one weak

point. A weekly review prevents a small difficulty from turning into a complete abandonment of

the system.

Use support without giving away responsibility. A partner, friend or family member can help

you test a shared calendar, sit alongside you while you begin or agree a clear check-in time.

Their role is not to carry every responsibility or repeatedly rescue the situation. The most useful

support makes the next action visible while leaving you able to complete, update or repair it.
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Do not ask only, “Why did I forget?” Ask, “What was I expecting my brain to hold without a
cue?”

Your realistic remembering plan

My one capture point

Every new task or commitment will go here:

___________________________________________

I will review it after this daily anchor:

______________________________________________

My three household anchors

After ______________________ I will

________________________________________________.

After ______________________ I will

________________________________________________.

After ______________________ I will

________________________________________________.

My minimum-day responsibilities

The things that genuinely cannot wait are:

____________________________________________

The message I will send if I cannot manage something is:

________________________________

A message from Maggie
Forgetting can become tangled with guilt, especially when it affects someone you love or makes

daily life feel harder than it appears to be for other people. You are still responsible for repairing

what has been missed, but you do not have to use shame as the tool. Understanding your

pattern allows you to build reminders that are visible, routines that are realistic and agreements

that do not depend on memory alone. Begin with one recurring problem and make its next step

easier to see.

Books and reliable information
Taking Charge of Adult ADHD by Russell A. Barkley - practical explanations and self-management strategies.
Smart but Scattered Guide to Success by Peg Dawson and Richard Guare - tools for understanding and supporting executive
skills.
Order from Chaos by Jaclyn Paul - an accessible account of organising everyday life with ADHD.

NICE: Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder: diagnosis and management (NG87) - https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng87
NHS: Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) - https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/attention-deficit-hyperactivity-disorder-adhd/
Royal College of Psychiatrists: ADHD in adults -
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/mental-health/mental-illnesses-and-mental-health-problems/adhd-in-adults

This resource provides education and reflection, not diagnosis or individual medical advice. Speak to a GP or appropriately
qualified professional when ADHD symptoms are significantly affecting daily life.


