
 
 

ADHD & Trauma: Why It’s Not Just Executive Function 
A trauma-informed perspective on attention, motivation, and self-trust. 

By Karen Je*rey., Registered Psychotherapist | www.integrationtherapy.ca 

Many adults with ADHD are told their struggles come down to: 

• poor organization 
• lack of follow-through 
• time blindness 
• not trying hard enough 

But for many people, ADHD doesn’t exist in isolation. It develops — and is lived — inside a nervous system 
shaped by stress, overwhelm, and sometimes trauma. When trauma is part of the picture, ADHD can look 
less like a planning problem and more like a safety problem. 

 
What executive function explanations miss 
Traditional ADHD frameworks focus on skills like: 

• task initiation 
• working memory 
• planning and prioritizing 
• impulse control 

These matter — but they don’t explain: 
• why motivation disappears under pressure 
• why shutdown happens even when you care 
• why shame and self-criticism show up so fast 
• why your capacity fluctuates wildly day to day 

This is where trauma matters. 
 

How trauma and chronic stress affect ADHD 

Trauma doesn’t have to mean a single catastrophic event. 
For many adults with ADHD, trauma includes: 

• chronic emotional invalidation 
• growing up misunderstood or “too much” 
• repeated experiences of failure or criticism 
• living for years in overwhelm or survival mode 

Over time, the nervous system learns to prioritize protection over performance. 

That can look like: 
• avoidance instead of focus 
• hyperfocus followed by collapse 
• procrastination driven by fear, not laziness 
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• emotional flooding that derails tasks 
• difficulty trusting yourself to follow through 

From the outside, it looks like executive dysfunction. From the inside, it often feels like threat, pressure, or 
collapse. 

 
Why willpower-based strategies often fail 

When the nervous system perceives threat: 
• the prefrontal cortex (planning, focus, reasoning) goes offline 
• the body shifts into fight, flight, freeze, or fawn 
• access to motivation and clarity decreases 

No planner, app, or productivity hack can override a system that doesn’t feel safe. This is why many ADHD 
clients say: “I know what to do — I just can’t make myself do it.” 

 
A trauma-informed approach to ADHD 
A trauma-informed approach doesn’t abandon structure —it starts with regulation and self-understanding. 

This may include: 
• understanding your stress responses (not just your symptoms) 
• working with shame and self-criticism 
• pacing instead of pushing 
• building capacity gradually, not forcefully 
• noticing when avoidance is protective 
• reconnecting with agency and self-trust 

When safety increases, executive function often follows. 
 

ADHD + trauma is NOT: 

• a character flaw 
• a motivation deficit 
• a failure of discipline 

It’s a nervous system doing its best with what it learned. With the right support, things can feel different — not 
by trying harder, but by working differently. 

 

If this perspective resonates, you’re not alone. I work with adults navigating ADHD, trauma, and chronic 
overwhelm through a relational, trauma-informed lens. 

You can learn more about my approach at: www.integrationtherapy.ca 
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