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Stemming the Tide
HELPING ADULTS WITH ADHD 
REGULATE THEIR EMOTIONS
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• Owner and director of 
Rittenhouse Psychological 
Services

• Founder of ADDept.org

• Creator of Meltdown to Mastery

Hi, I'm Marcy 
Caldwell
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Download the most up-to-date slides and handouts 
here
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How do we 
best treat 

ADHD 
emotional 

dysregulation?

The Process 
of  

Emotional 
Regulation

How these 
differences 

create 
dysregulation

Where we're going today...

ADHD 
emotional 
regulation

The 
Neurological 
differences In 

an ADHD brain 
that Impact 
emotional 
regualtion

scan for up-to-
date slides

4

What is the process of emotional 
regulation?  How do we actually do it?

scan for up-to-
date slides
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Emotional Regulation
the ability of an individual to modulate 
an emotion or set of emotions

scan for up-to-
date slides
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AFTE
R

A Timeline of Regulating Emotions
Adapted from Gross' Process Model, 

1998 *Process added
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AFTE
R

TIMELINE

Befor
e

Dur
ing Afte

r
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SITUATION SELECTION

BEFORE AFTE
R

A Timeline of Regulating Emotions
Adapted from Gross' Process Model, 

1998
*Process 

added

BASELINE STRESS/ 
EMOTIONAL INTENSITY*
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SITUATION SELECTION

BEFORE DURING AFTE
RSITUATION 

MODIFICATION

ATTENTIONAL 
DEPLOYMENTBASELINE STRESS/ 

EMOTIONAL INTENSITY*

A Timeline of Regulating Emotions
Adapted from Gross' Process Model, 

1998
*Process 

added

PHYSIOLOGICAL 
MODIFICATION*
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SITUATION SELECTION

BEFORE DURING AFTE
RSITUATION 

MODIFICATION

ATTENTIONAL 
DEPLOYMENT

COGNITIVE CHANGE

RESPONSE 
MODULATION

BASELINE STRESS/ 
EMOTIONAL INTENSITY

PHYSIOLOGICAL 
MODIFICATION*

A Timeline of Regulating Emotions
Adapted from Gross' Process Model, 

1998
*Process 

added
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How do ADHD brains regulate 
emotion?

12
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COGNITIVE 

SITU ATIO N  SELECTIO N

BEFORE

BASELIN E STRESS/ EM O TIO N AL IN TEN SITY

AFTERCOGNITIVE CHANGERESPONSE 
MODULATION

DURING
SITUATION MODIFICATIONATTENTIONAL DEPLOYMENTPHYSIOLOGICAL 

MODIFICATION*

ADDept.org

ADHD 
Brain

13
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I don't think- I 
just respond

I GO FROM 0 TO 60

I see redI hate It- I'm always 
over-reacting

15
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Emotional Dysregulation
an emotional response that is poorly 
regulated and does not fall within the 
traditionally accepted range of 
emotional reaction.

16

The all-too common struggle of emotional dysregulation

24-50% of children with ADHD 34-70% of Adults with 
ADHD

Shaw, et. al (2014)
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Tim
• 47 y.o. father of 4
• Inattentive ADHD dx after oldest 

daughter was tested
• Successful doctor/ business owner
• Blowing up at his family and 

employees
• Seeing red in an instant then left 

with overwhelming shame 

18
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The Impact of Tim's Emotional Dysregulation

EMOTIONAL 
DYSREGULATION

RAGE

RELATIONSHIP 
WITH KIDS

MARRIAGE

WORK

SELF-ESTEEM

19

Emotional 
Dysregulation

Relationships

Parenting

Work/
ProductivitySelf-Esteem

Course of 
Disorder

Emotional 
dysregulation 

has far reaching 
impact

20

What's different about the ADHD brain 
that impacts Emotional Regulation?

21
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10 Key Differences in ADHD 
Emotion Processing

AD
H

D
 

B
R

A IN
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10 Key Differences in ADHD 
Emotion Processing

Reduced Executive 
Functioning Capacity
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10 Key Differences in ADHD 
Emotion Processing

Reduced Executive 
Functioning Capacity

Temporal 
Discounting

AD
H
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B
R

A IN
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ADHD brains have a strong preference to delay effort/pain 
and a strong aversion to delaying reward

Do 
hard 

thing 
NOW Deal 

with it 

LATER

(Sagvolden, et. al, 2005, Sonuga-Barke, et. al, 2003))
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10 Key Differences in ADHD 
Emotion Processing

Reduced Executive 
Functioning Capacity

Temporal 
Discounting

Difficulty with  
Emotion 

Identification

AD
H

D
 

B
R

A IN
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10 Key Differences in ADHD 
Emotion Processing

Reduced Executive 
Functioning Capacity

Temporal 
Discounting

Difficult with 
Emotional 

Identification

AD
H

D
 

B
R

A IN

Decreased Early 
Sensory Encoding 

27
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Effect of early sensory encoding

28

ADHD brains show decreased early sensory encoding for positive stimuli
(Williams et. al, 2008, Du et. al. 2006)
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10 Key Differences in ADHD 
Emotion Processing

Reduced Executive 
Functioning Capacity

Temporal 
Discounting

Difficult with 
Emotional 

Identification

AD
H

D
 

B
R

A IN

Filterless Sensory 
Processing

Decreased Early 
Sensory Encoding 

30



11/17/22

11

Neurotypical Brain

31

Neurotypical Brain ADHD Brain
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10 Key Differences in ADHD 
Emotion Processing

Reduced Executive 
Functioning Capacity

Temporal 
Discounting

Difficult with 
Emotional 

Identification

AD
H

D
 

B
R

A IN

Filterless Sensory 
Processing

N E G A T IV E

Decreased Early 
Sensory Encoding 

The "sticky" 
negative

33
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GREENRED RED
BLUE GREENRED

Classic Stroop

RED RED
GREEN BLUE

BLUE
RED

ADHD brains are less able to control their attention 
with regard to negatively valenced information

Emotional Stroop

(Shaw, et. al, 2014, Passarotti, et. al. 2010, Posner, et. a., 2011)
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10 Key Differences in ADHD 
Emotion Processing

Reduced Executive 
Functioning Capacity

Temporal 
Discounting

Difficult with 
Emotional 

Identification

AD
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Filterless Sensory 
Processing

Bottom Up 
Processing 

Deficiencies

N E G A T IV E

Decreased Early 
Sensory Encoding 

The "sticky" 
negative
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10 Key Differences in ADHD 
Emotion Processing

Reduced Executive 
Functioning Capacity

Temporal 
Discounting

Difficult with 
Emotional 

Identification
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Filterless Sensory 
Processing
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Processing 
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Top Down 
Processing 
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N E G A T IV E

Decreased Early 
Sensory Encoding 

The "sticky" 
negative
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10 Key Differences in ADHD 
Emotion Processing

Reduced Executive 
Functioning Capacity

Temporal 
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negative

Default Mode 
Network 

Differences

38

Neurotypical
Brain

Active brain networks during goal directed 
activity

Task Positive 
Network

39
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Task Positive 
Network

ADHD
Brain

Neurotypical
Brain

Active brain networks during goal directed 
activity

Task Positive 
Network

Default Mode
Network

40

How does it all play out for our clients 
with ADHD?

41

A meltdown over 
shoes

• Frantic AM rush to be ready
• ADHD child needs additional 

executive functioning 
support

• Disorganization increases 
frustration and need to rush

42
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TEMPORAL DISCOUNTING 
MAKES PREPPING THE NIGHT BEFORE CHALLENGING

DEAL 

WITH IT 
LATER

43

EF demands of 

managing a 
hectic morning

Over-perceiving 

the negative 
around him

Filterless 

processing 
bombards 

his system

44

Emotional Intensity

45
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Doesn't process his daughter's distress at his 
reaction and doesn't register his own

EMOTIONAL IDENTIFICATION

46

ADHD 

BRAIN

NEGATIVE

Can't turn away from his anger at his 
daughter

STICKY NEGATIVE

47

Lead to a flooding of rage resulting in yelling

TOP-DOWN, BOTTOM-UP, AND 
COGNITIVE CONTROL DIFFERENCES

48
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Angry and Shame-filled rumination makes it hard to repair

DEFAULT MODE NETWORK

49

How do we help our ADHD clients 
better manage their emotions?

50

ADHD-
Friendly

Emotional 
Regulation
Treatment

51
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ADHD-
Friendly

Emotional 
Regulation
Treatment

Evidence-based Emotional
Regulation Strategies

52

ADHD-
Friendly

Emotional 
Regulation
Treatment

Evidence-based Emotional
Regulation Strategies Strategies targeting specific 

brain differences

53

ADHD-
Friendly

Emotional 
Regulation
Treatment

Evidence-based Emotional
Regulation Strategies

Principles of ADHD-friendly 
treatment

Strategies targeting specific 
brain differences

54
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Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

Evidence-
based 
treatments 
for 
emotional 
regulation

• Cognitive reappraisal, cognitive change strategies
• Evidence supports anxiety, SUD, eating disorders, borderline 

personality disorder and ADHD

55

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

Mindfulness- Based 
Interventions

Evidence-
based 
treatments 
for 
emotional 
regulation

• Non-judgemental presence of the present situation increases 
awareness and tolerance for emotional experience

• Evidence supports MBI for depression, anxiety, and ADHD among 
others.

• Cognitive reappraisal, cognitive change strategies
• Evidence supports anxiety, SUD, eating disorders, borderline 

personality disorder and ADHD

56

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

Mindfulness- Based 
Interventions

Dialectical Behavior Therapy

Evidence-
based 
treatments 
for 
emotional 
regulation

• Distress tolerance, Mindfulness, and Emotional Regulation skills
• Evidence supports for anxiety, SUD, eating disorder, borderline 

personality disorder, and preliminary support for ADHD

• Non-judgemental presence of the present situation increases 
awareness and tolerance for emotional experience

• Evidence supports MBI for depression, anxiety, and ADHD among 
others.

• Cognitive reappraisal, cognitive change strategies
• Evidence supports anxiety, SUD, eating disorders, borderline 

personality disorder and ADHD

57
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Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

Mindfulness- Based 
Interventions

Dialectical Behavior Therapy

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy

Evidence-
based 
treatments 
for 
emotional 
regulation

• Accepting pain as part of a meaningful life, cognitive diffusion
• Clarifying values as the foundation for goal setting
• Evidence supports ACT for pain, anxiety, medical conditions, 

depression, eating disorders, early evidence for ADHD

• Distress tolerance, Mindfulness, and Emotional Regulation skills
• Evidence supports for anxiety, SUD, eating disorder, borderline 

personality disorder, and preliminary support for ADHD EDR In 
adults

• Non-judgemental presence of the present situation increases 
awareness and tolerance for emotional experience

• Evidence supports MBI for depression, anxiety, and ADHD among 
others, some evidence supporting for adult ADHD EDR.

• Cognitive reappraisal, cognitive change strategies
• Evidence supports anxiety, SUD, eating disorders, borderline 

personality disorder and  mixed evidence for adult ADHD EDR

58

BEFORE DURING AFTER

Evidence-based Strategies across the Emotional Regulation Timeline

ADDept.org

59

BEFORE DURING AFTER

SITUATION 
SELECTION

BASELINE
INTENSITY

SITUATION
MODIFICATION

ATTENTIONAL
DEPLOYMENT

PHYSIOLOGICAL
MODIFICATION

COGNITIVE
CHANGE

RESPONSE
MODULATION

ACT
Values Identification

Com m itted Action

DBT
Interpersonal 
Effectiveness

CBT
Future Pacing

BA- activation

M BI
Stress Reduction

Self-aw areness
Affective Aw areness

CBT
Cognitive Change

DBT
Reducing Em tnl

Vulnerability

ACT
Values Identification

Acceptance
Com m itted Action

DBT
Interpersonal 
Effectiveness

M BI
Attentional Shifting

DBT
Distress Tolerance

ACT
Observing Self

M BI
Stress Reduction

DBT
Distress Tolerance

ACT
Acceptance and 

healthy norm ality

CBT
Cognitive 

Restructuring
Identification of 

Cognitive distortions

DBT
Em otional Labeling

ACT

Cognitive Diffusion

ACT
Value Identification, 

Com m itted action

BA
Breaking dow n action

DBT
Opposite Action

CBT
Identify Behavior

Evidence-based Strategies across the Emotional Regulation Timeline

ADDept.org

60
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Why not just use the 
evidence-based 

strategies as they are?

61

BEFORE DURING AFTER

SITUATIONMODIFICATION

ACTValues IdentificationAcceptance

DBT
Interpersonal Effectiveness

BASELINE

INTENSITY

M BI

Stress Reduction

Self-awareness

Affective Awareness

CBT

Cognitive Change

DBT

Reducing Em tnl

Vulnerability

ATTENTIONAL
DEPLOYMENT

M BI

Attentional Shifting

DBT

Distress Tolerance

RESPONSE

MODULATION

ACT

Value Identification

BA

Breaking dow n action

DBT

Opposite Action

CBT

Identify Behavior

PHYSIOLOGICAL
MODIFICATION

M BI
Stress Reduction

DBT
Distress Tolerance

ACT
Acceptance

SITUATION SELECTION
ACTValues Identification

DBTInterpersonal Effectiveness

CBT
Future Pacing

BA
activation

COGNITIVE
CHANGE

CBT

Cognitive 

Restructuring

Identification of 

Cognitive distortions

DBT

Em otional Labeling

Evidence-based Strategies across the Emotional Regulation Timeline

ADDept.org

ADHD Brain

62

ADHD-
Friendly

Emotional 
Regulation
Treatment

Evidence-based Emotional
Regulation Strategies Strategies targeting specific 

brain differences

63



11/17/22

22

Decrease 
Emotional 
Intensity

Increase 
Regulatory 

Capacity

Specific 
Difference 
Strategies

Strategies Targeting Neuro-
psychological differences

64

Decrease 
Emotional 
Intensity

Strategies Targeting Neuro-
psychological differences

65

Start where our clients are

66
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BEFORE DURING AFTER

The ADHD emotional experience timeline

The 10 neuropsychological differences 
lead to sudden, high-intensity emotional 
experiences.  

67

Fight

Flight

Freeze/ 
Fawn

AFTER

High intensity emotions activate our stress response

68

GOALS
INTENTIONS

VALUES RESPONSE

STRESS

69
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GOAL
INTENTIONS

VALUES

GOAL/INTENTION/VALUE 
PROTECTION:

• Get space
• Calm the physiological experience

• Name the feeling
• Honor, allow and use the feeling

70

SPACE

• Protection from stress response 
• Allows the brain to experience 

and feel true safety 

71

• Activate the parasympathetic nervous 
system

• Slow the sympathetic nervous system 
response to begin to reverse the 
emotional intensification process 

• Breathing exercises, TIPPs skills, etc.

CALM

72
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• Activates the language centers of the 
rational brain

• Practice naming with compassion

NAME

73

• Using ACT and DBT principles of 
acceptance and distress tolerance
⚬ Using DBT distress tolerance skills

• Utilize the power and information of the 
emotion
⚬ Helps to ease the demonization of 

emotions
• Helps"turn the volume down" on the 

emotion

HONOR

74

SITUATION 
SELECTION

A C T

V a lu e s  Id e n t i f ic a t io n

D B T

In t e r p e r s o n a l 

E f fe c t iv e n e s s

C B T
F u t u r e  P a c in g

B A

a c t iv a t io n

BASELINE
INTENSITY

M B I

S t r e s s  R e d u c t io n

S e lf - a w a r e n e s s

A ffe c t iv e  A w a r e n e s s

C B T

C o g n it iv e  C h a n g e

D B T

R e d u c in g  E m t n l

V u ln e r a b i l i t y

SITUATION
MODIFICATION

A C T

V a lu e s  Id e n t i f ic a t io n

A c c e p t a n c e

D B T

In t e r p e r s o n a l 

E f fe c t iv e n e s s

ATTENTIONAL
DEPLOYMENT

M B I

A t t e n t io n a l S h if t in g

D B T

D is t r e s s  T o le r a n c e

PHYSIOLOGICAL
MODIFICATION

M B I

S t r e s s  R e d u c t io n

D B T

D is t r e s s  T o le r a n c e

A C T

A c c e p t a n c e

COGNITIVE
CHANGE

C B T

C o g n it iv e  

R e s t r u c t u r in g

Id e n t i f ic a t io n  o f  

C o g n it iv e  d is t o r t io n s

D B T

E m o t io n a l L a b e lin g

RESPONSE
MODULATION

A C T

V a lu e  Id e n t i f ic a t io n

B A

B r e a k in g  d o w n  a c t io n

D B T

O p p o s it e  A c t io n

C B T

Id e n t i fy  B e h a v io r

Lowered emotional 
Intensity

Lowered emotional intensity Is the key that unlocks the ability 
to utilize the other evidence-based strategies

75
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Specific 
Difference
Strategies

Strategies Targeting Neuro-
psychological differences

76

Step 1:
Analysis of frequent brain 

difference hurdles

SPECIFIC STRATEGIES

77

Temporal Discounting

Filterless Information Processing Decreased Early Sensory Encoding

Default Mode Network Differences

78
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Step 2:
Experiment with specific 
strategies targetting key 

differences

SPECIFIC STRATEGIES

79

Temporal Discounting 
Strategies:Vibrant goal visualization and rehearsal

Automate Response

Incentivize Present Action

80

Filterless Information Processing 
StrategiesStimulation Reduction

Future Pacing and Stress Reduction

Physiological Cue Identification

81
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Decreased Early Sensory Encoding 
Strategies

Gratitude Rituals

Meditation

Psychoeducation

82

DMN difference strategies
TPN Engagement- particularly movement

83

N E G A T I V E

A
D

H
D

 

B
R

A
IN

Individual difference 
strategies:Vibrant goal visualization and rehearsal

Stimulation reduction strategies
Gratitude practices

Mood tracking
Meditation

Task Positive Network Activation
Stress Reduction Strategies

CBT restructuring/ distortion identification
Automated Response

Psychoeducation
Movement/ Exercise

Future Pacing
Thought Stopping

Cued situation selection
Nutrition targetted to even blood sugar

Medication
Stimulation Reduction

Incentivize Present Action

84
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Increase
Regulatory

Capacity

Strategies Targeting Neuro-
psychological differences

85

"ADHD is, essentially, a 
disorder of regulation."

-Dr. Russell Barkley-

86

NEGATIVE
ADHD 

BRAIN

Regulatory Capacity

All of the differences of the ADHD brain are improved with greater regulatory capacity

87
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Regulatory Capacity
Fillers

88

Regulatory Capacity
Fillers

Sleep

89

Regulatory Capacity
Fillers

Sleep
Medication

90
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Regulatory Capacity
Fillers

Sleep
Medication
Meditation

91

Regulatory Capacity
Fillers

Sleep
Medication
Meditation
Exercise

92

Regulatory Capacity
Fillers

Sleep
Medication
Meditation
Exercise
Nutrition

93
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ADHD-
Friendly

Emotional 
Regulation
Treatment

Evidence-based Emotional
Regulation Strategies

Principles of ADHD-friendly 
treatment

Strategies targeting specific 
brain differences

94

ADHD

ADHD-friendly Treatment 

DIGESTIBLE 
PSYCHOEDUCATION

ACTIONABLE TAKE 
HOME PLANS

ADHD PROCESSING 
FORWARD 

SIMPLE
STRUCTURE

95

ADHD ADHD processing forward 
Strategies aren't the only thing that needs to be designed for an ADHD brain-

the way we deliver those strategies needs to be ADHD-friendly too

Movement Breaks Session Summaries

Vibrant 
Example/ 
Metaphor

D igress ion D
i g

r e s s i o
n

Digression

D i g r e s s i o n

Vibran Examples as 
Anchor Points

96
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Digestible Psychoeducation 
Reduces Shame, Allows for Replication

Bite 

Sized

Personalized/ 

Relevant

97

Simple Structure
Promotes momentum and action

Basic structure for sessions 
promotes containment 

and momentum

Simple Actions provide 
direction for flooded 

brains

98

Actionable Take-Home
Oppertunities for replication

One Step/
One Assignment

Helps to fight object 
Impermanence

Paired with a Plan

99
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ADHD-FRIENDLY EMOTIONAL 

REGULATION TREATMENT

Mix with Evi
dence 

Based S
trateg

ies
Combine Sp

ecific D
ifferen

ce Str
ategies

4 cups 
decreas

ing emotional 
Intensit

y

2 cups 
specific

 strate
gies

2 cups 
regulat

ion fille
rs

Cook in 
principl

es of A
DHD-friend

ly trea
tment

2Tbs CBT, 2Tbs DBT, 2Tbs MBI, 2T
bs ACT

Equal p
arts: A

DHD proces
sing for

ward, ps
ychoedu

cation, 

simple stru
cture, a

nd acti
onable 

take ho
me

100

Find out more
www.addept.or

g

https://addept.
mykajabi.com/

www.rittenhousepsych.com

101

Download the most up-to-date slides and handouts 
here

102
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