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Why do adults and children with ADHD
have strong motivation and executive function for some tasks

and never find the cognitive spark to do others?
BY THOMAS E. BROWN, Pu.D.

ESPITE THE MANY DIFFERENCES AMONG CHILDREN AND ADULTS WITH ADHD, THERE IS
one similarity shared by virtually all of them. Although they have considerable
chronic difficulty in getting organized and getting started on many tasks, focusing

their attention, sustaining their efforts, and utilizing their short-term working memory,
all of those diagnosed with ADHD tend to have at least a few specific activities or tasks
for which they have no difficulty in exercising these very same functions in a normal or an

extraordinary way.

The inconsistency in motivation and performance
is the most puzzling aspect of ADHD. It seems like
the child or adult with the disorder who can show
strong motivation and focus very well for some
tasks should be able to do the same for most other
tasks that they recognize as important. It appears
asif thisis a simple problem of lacking “willpower.”
If you can do it for this, why can’t you do the same
for that and that, which are even more important?
However, ADHD is not a matter of willpower. It is
a problem with the dynamics of the chemistry of
the brain.

One of my patients once told me: “I've got a
sexual metaphor you can use to explain what it’s

like to have ADHD. It’s like having erectile dys-
function of the mind. If the task you are faced with
is something that turns you on, something that is
really interesting for you, you're ‘up for it’ and you
can perform. But if the task is not something that’s
intrinsically interesting to you, if it doesn’t turn
you on, you can’t get up for it and you can’t per-
form. It doesn’t matter how much you tell yourself,
‘Ineed to, I ought to. It's just not a willpower kind

- of thing.”

Recent research offers considerable evidence
that ADHD is not a “willpower thing,” even though,
in many ways, it appears to be a lack of willpower.
When individuals with ADHD are faced with a task
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“hatis really interesting to them, not because someone
zold them that it ought to be interesting—but because it
's interesting to them at that moment—that perception,
conscious or unconscious, changes the chemistry of the
orain instantly. This process is not under voluntary
control.

The willpower assumption is based on two fundamental
misunderstandings of how the human brain works. This
zssumption ignores the complex and powerful role of un-
conscious emotions in the brain’s processes of motivation,
=nd it does notrecognize the critical importance of working
memory for prioritizing tasks moment by moment.

The primary difference between Google searches and
=nv given individual’s motivations, beyond the obvious dif-
“zrencesin the size of the information database, is the pro-
czss by which relevance and prioritizing of information is
Zetermined. Google prioritizes based on the relevance of
maznifest content, and on the frequency of demand in simi-
-zr searches by others. The primary basis on which humans
prioritize information is the emotion associated with con-
scious and unconscious memories activated by the indi-
vidual’s thoughts and perceptions at any given moment.

Your Emotional Brain
In 1996, neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux, Ph.D., published
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The Emotional Brain, a book highlighting the central im-
portance of emotion in the brain’s cognitive functioning.
He emphasized that emotions—mostly unconscious emo-
tions—are powerful and critically important motivators
of human thought and actions. This understanding of the
essential role of emotion in all aspects of human motiva-
tion and behavior has not been adequately integrated into
current thinking about ADHD.

Emotions, positive and negative, play a critical role in
executive functions: initiating and prioritizing tasks, sus-
taining or shifting interest or effort, holding thoughts in
active memory, and choosing to avoid a task or situation.
Whereas Google responds to queries typed into the search
engine, the human brain responds to the quality and in-
tensity of emotions attached to associated memories.

Many people think of emotions as involving only con-
scious feelings, limited to sensations of sadness, anger,
pleasure, worry, and so on, that a person is fully aware of
and generally able to identify. Neuroscience has shown
that conscious feelings are only a tiny part of the varie-
gated range of emotions that operates within each person
to motivate executive functions. Neuroscientist Joaquin
Fuster, M.D., emphasized, “Whereas we may be fully con-
scious of a retrieved memory, the vast majority of memo-
ries that we retrieve remain unconscious.”

RUNNI

It was a difficult exam, and Jim was having a
lot of trouble answering most of the ques-
tions, possibly because he had not yet read

even half of the chapters assigned for the
test. Jim had put off doing any work on the
exam for several days. He had been preoc-
cupied with an email from his girlfriend back
home. She wrote that she wanted to break
up because he was now too far away, and
she had gotten involved with someone else.

At 2 A.m,, after struggling with the exam
for several hours, Jim decided to take a nap
foracouple of hours and try to finish the
exam when he woke up. He set his alarm for
4 AM. When the alarm buzzed, Jim woke up
forafew moments, turned the alarm off,
and went back to sleep. He did not wake up
until five hours later.

When he realized he had slept through
the deadline, Jim panicked. The professor
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had announced that he would not accept
any late exams. Recognizing that he would
certainly get an F on the midterm, Jim
impulsively decided he was not ready to be
in college. Without discussing his decision
with anyone, he packed his suitcase and left
to go home, planning to stay there until
the following fall, when he would try again to
go to college.

In talking with me back home about this,
aweek later, Jim said that dropping out
of college was the best thing for him at that
point. He said he had been excited to go
off to college, but the work seemed too
hard for him, he had not yet made any real
friends,and he had reélly been missing his
girlfriend and his parents. He also claimed
that getting an F on the midterm would
have meant failing that course, so it made
no sense for him to continue any of his

NG AWAY FROM STRESSFUL SITUATIONS

courses that semester. He could see no other
way to deal with that situation. He also
mentioned that, in coming home, he had
hoped he could win back his girlfriend’s
affections. As it turned out, she was not
interested in getting re-involved with him.

It was a pattern that Jim hadn’t
recognized. Jim had quit many activities
before. He was quick to feel unsure of
himselfand quick to get himself out of any
situation where he was afraid he might not
do well. He was biased toward early escape
from stress.

Only after several months of psycho-
therapy was Jim able to see that his “acci-
dental” going back to sleep that morning,
his failure to even discuss his situation with
his college advisor, and his assumption
that he faced inevitable failure were not
actually the best choices for him.




Often, these unconscious emo-
tions conflict and cause us to act in
ways that are inconsistent with our
recognized conscious intentions. An
undercurrent of conflicting emotions
is often involved in our failure to do
tasks that we believe we want to do,
or in directly or indirectly engaging
in actions that we consciously believe
we do not want to do.

Sometimes a person thinks of a
particular task as important, hon-
estly believing that he wants to give
it immediate attention and sus-
tained effort, yet he does not act ac-
cordingly. He may continue to pro-
crastinate, busying himself with
work on other tasks that are not as
urgent, or he may actively seek out
distractions by getting in touch with
friends, surfing the Internet, getting
high, or going to sleep. Such contra-
dictions make sense only when we
realize that the emotions that guide
our motivations often are not fully
conscious or conflicting. We may be
influenced by emotions that we do
not know we have (see “Running
Away from Stressful Situations”).

Motivation Factors

The most basic factor contributing
to the ability of persons with ADHD
to focus very well and efficiently uti-
lize their executive functions on
some tasks, while being chronically
unable to focus adequately on most
other tasks, is a problem of neural
transmission. For many years, it has
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STUCKIN EMOTION
Awoman told me that she dreaded Wednes-
day evenings. For her family, that was the night
after their Wednesday morning trash pickup.
She had two teenage sons, and her husband
asked their boys to take on the job of drag-
gingthe trash cans down to the foot of their
driveway every Tuesday evening,and then to
bring the emptied cans back up the driveway
each Wednesday afternoon. Many times
they forgot to bring the trash cans back in.

The mother explained that any time
her husband got home from work on
Wednesday evening and saw the trash cans
still at the base of the driveway, he would
become enraged and scream at them, saying
they were losers, irresponsible, ungrateful
for what they had been given, unwilling
to help the family by doing the simple chore
of bringing the trash cans back up to the
house once aweek.

The mother explained that, each time
her husband scolded their sonsso harshly,
he would later calm down and mumblean
apology tothe boys. She said, “l know he loves
them both and would give hislife for either
one of them, but when he gets wound up in
one of those Wednesday-night episodes,
he gets so enraged that he seems to forget
that those are his sons whom he loves
and wants to protect. All he knows in that
momentisthat he is furious with both of
them for not having done that chore.”

Any parent can lose his or her temper with
achild occasionally, but most parents, most
of thetime, can express their frustration
to the child without such an intense verbal
attack. Their working memory allowsthemto
holdin mind their love, even while theiranger
istakingup alot of space in their head.

to the person in the past. Or
interest may be intensified be-
cause the person fears that
something he or she antici-
pates as being unpleasant is
likely to occur very quickly if he
or she does not attend to the
task immediately. Whether be-
cause of anticipated pleasure
or fear, the heightened interest
generates increased release of
dopamine instantly, and sus-
tains it for as long as the inten-
sified interest persists.

The second factor that influ-
ences the ability to pay atten-
tion to some tasks but not to
others is the relative weakness
in working memory that is
characteristic of many persons
with ADHD. Working memory
is essential for keeping in mind
relative priorities of our vari-
ous interests at any given time.

Social psychological research
has shown that individuals with
larger working memory capacity
are generally better able to deal
with emotions, pleasant and
unpleasant, without getting
excessively caught up in them.
Those with ADHD tend to have
less “bandwidth” in their work-
ing memory functions, and are
likely to have more difficulty
than others in quickly linking
together various memories rel-
evant to doing or not doing a
task. They are less likely to take

been recognized that individuals with ADHD tend to
chronically have insufficient release and reloading of the
neurotransmitter dopamine at synaptic junctions of neu-
rons in the networks that manage executive functions.
Many studies have demonstrated that treatment with
stimulant medications improves the efficiency of neural
communication. However, this increased release and
slowed reloading is not under voluntary control. It occurs
only for those tasks in which the individual with ADHD
has a strong interest. The heightened interest may be be-
cause that activity has brought pleasure or other rewards

into account the bigger picture of which the present mo-
ment is a part (see “Stuck in Emotion,” above). They operate
more like someone watching a basketball game through a
telescope, unable to take into account the rest of the action
on the court, the threats and/or opportunities that are not
included in the small circle of focus provided by their tele-
scope. [

Excerpted from Out of the Box: Rethinking ADD/ADHD in Children and
Adults,by THOMAS E. BROWN, PH.D. Copyright 2017. American

Psychiatric Association Publisning,
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