
ADHD iceberg

The ADHD Iceberg is an analogy used to represent the visible (external) and invisible 
(internal) symptoms of Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). The tip of the 
iceberg, visible above the water, represents the commonly recognized external 
behaviors. The much larger, unseen portion beneath the water represents the hidden 
struggles and challenges that are often overlooked, especially in adults.



Understanding this full spectrum of symptoms—both seen and unseen—is crucial for 
proper diagnosis, effective treatment, and fostering self-compassion for individuals with 
ADHD and understanding from their loved ones.


External and Visible Symptoms (The Tip of the Iceberg)

These are the behaviors that are often quickly noticed and are what specialists look for when diagnosing ADHD. 
They typically fall into two main categories: inattention and hyperactivity/impulsivity.

Symptom Category Examples of External/Visible Symptoms

Inattention Difficulty remaining focused, missing details, 
making careless mistakes, trouble listening, 
difficulty organizing and prioritizing tasks, 
lacking time management skills, failing to meet 
deadlines, losing important items, easily 
distracted

Hyperactivity/Impulsivity Fidgeting, squirming, tapping hands and  
feet (stimming), leaving seat when 
inappropriate, moving all the time, blurting out 
answers, interrupting others, trouble waiting for 
a turn, talking excessively, intruding in other 
people's activities

These symptoms can manifest in various aspects of life, such as missing deadlines or making careless mistakes at 
work, or having trouble completing chores or paying bills on time at home
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Internal and Invisible Symptoms (The Submerged Portion)

As a person ages, particularly in adulthood, the more obvious symptoms of hyperactivity may decline or become 
more internalized, making ADHD harder to recognize. The internal symptoms are less observable to others and 
often rely on self-reporting.


Internal and invisible symptoms of ADHD include:

Emotional Dysregulation: Impaired ability to control emotional responses, leading to 
intense or overwhelming emotions, a short fuse, low frustration tolerance, higher 
irritability, and regular mood swings. This can result in reactions disproportionate to the 
situation.


Time Blindness: Difficulty in accurately perceiving and managing time, making it hard 
to estimate how long a task will take, or struggling to adhere to schedules and 
deadlines.


Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria (RSD): A tendency to experience intense emotional 
responses and anxiety to perceived or actual rejection or criticism. This can lead to 
attempts to cope through people-pleasing, social withdrawal, and task avoidance.


Executive Functioning Deficits: Weakness in mental skills like planning, organizing, 
problem-solving, decision-making, and impulse control, often attributed to lower levels 
of dopamine in the brain.


ADHD Paralysis (Decision/Choice/Task Paralysis): A feeling of being overwhelmed 
and unable to start or complete tasks, or to make a decision when faced with too much 
information or too many choices.


Hyperfocus: An intense, prolonged fixation on tasks or activities that are interesting. 
While it can be an asset, unrestrained hyperfocus can lead to lost productivity on 
necessary tasks or academic failure.


Low Self-Esteem: Feelings of being unable to meet expectations in various areas of life, 
which, combined with criticism, can lead to lower self-confidence.


Anxiety and Co-existing Conditions: Individuals with ADHD are more likely to have 
co-existing mental health issues like anxiety and depression. Anxiety can develop as a 
response to constantly masking and attempting to manage ADHD symptoms.


Masking and Camouflaging: Hiding symptoms by conforming to neurotypical 
standards to avoid shame and stigma. This coping mechanism can lead to delayed 
diagnosis, worry, stress, burnout, perfectionism, and a distorted sense of self.
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Navigating the ADHD Iceberg

Recognizing the full spectrum of ADHD symptoms is critical for effective management. Treatment options often 
involve a combination of approaches:

ADHD Medications: Stimulant medications are often a first-line treatment to help 
balance chemical messengers in the brain and reduce symptoms.


Non-drug Therapy: This can include Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) to replace 
unhealthy thinking patterns.


Coaching: An ADHD coach can help develop life skills and strategies, such as creating 
routines for better time management.

A better understanding of the ADHD Iceberg empowers individuals with ADHD to practice self-compassion and 
allows loved ones to recognize the true complexity of the condition, moving beyond the surface-level 
misunderstandings.
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