
Thematic analysis of adolescent’s experiences of living with ADHD

Findings 

The data was examined using reflexive thematic analysis by Braun & Clarke (2006, 2012, 2015) and interpreted via inductive coding. Themes were identified relative to the research question. Using this theoretically fluid analytical process, the data was repeatedly analysed, before coding and arranging into relative themes and sub-themes. The subthemes were established and organised as clusters relevant to each theme before a conclusive examination was carried out, allowing for a finalisation of the findings. This process allowed the perspectives of adolescents with ADHD to be analysed and patterns within their experiences and behaviours to be identified in relation to the research question, despite the insignificant sample size. 

Themes and sub-themes 

[bookmark: _Toc161763881]Table 1

Themes and quotes depicting the impact of ADHD on the lives of adolescents  
	Theme
	Sub-theme
	Quote 

	The negative effects of living with ADHD
	Impact of ADHD symptoms on functioning 




Attitudes and treatment from others 	





Strained relationships 
	“I’ll get distracted and forget what I’m supposed to be doing” (P1). 

“I don’t see risks like other people” (P3).


“Generally, people don’t have patience with me, so their reactions are negative” (P2).

“Some of the boys laugh and think it’s funny. Well, it’s not really” (P4).

“I haven’t got friends because I’m so hyperactive” (P3).

	Difficulty with the academic environment 

	Teachers’ knowledge and attitudes


Functioning within the academic environment

	“Getting chucked out of the class, teachers shouting at me” (P4).

“I lose concentration really quickly” (P1).

“Once I’m hyperactive I find it really hard to come down” (P3). 


	The impact of ADHD on self-perception
	Positive impact on self-perception 


Negative impact on self-perception

	“It’s so intricate, but I can do it” (P5).
“I was much braver… I wasn’t scared at all” (P3).

“Fed up and frustrated, I just wish I could finish things” (P2).

“I’m never going to do well in school because I can never finish anything (P4).




The negative effects of living with ADHD
Impact of ADHD symptoms on functioning 
The results suggest that for adolescents living with ADHD, the effects of the disorder are deemed largely negative based on the codes and themes extracted from the dataset. Including the undesirable impact that the condition has on their everyday functioning, negative attitudes towards ADHD, unpleasant treatment from others and strained relationships in the adolescents’ lives. Cognition was specified as an area of difficulty, particularly concerning executive functioning such as inattentiveness, forgetfulness, confusion, limited motivational and attentional capacity, and poor memory: “Mum might give me instructions, and I’ll get distracted and forget what I’m supposed to be doing” (Participant 1). The impact these symptoms caused for individuals were frustration, anger, and needing support to function during the completion of tasks to redirect their focus away from distractions. Symptoms of ADHD were articulated as being problematic to manage, with some participants claiming they had no control whatsoever over the influence that ADHD symptoms bore on their functioning: “…it’s not like I choose not to listen…” (Participant 1). Even when undergoing pharmacological treatment: “I’m on medication but it doesn’t seem to calm me down as much as I’d like” (Participant 4). Despite the difficulty to inhibit these behaviours, others seemingly endorsed negative attitudes towards them and appeared to misinterpret symptoms of ADHD displayed by adolescents. This caused negative cyclical effects to them that they felt were inescapable, highlighting potential concerns over their well-being. 

Attitudes and treatment from others 					
Attitudes and treatment from others were another explicitly negative aspect described by participants. Individuals included in this range were parents, siblings, peers, and teachers. “Generally, people don’t have patience with me, so their reactions are negative” (Participant 2). A lack of understanding and knowledge of how the environment may impact individuals with ADHD and their functioning was also present. Behaviours and abilities listed by participants that they viewed as their strengths, others criticised and compared across contexts: “People say, ‘If you can concentrate on running then why can’t you concentrate in class” (Participant 4). Signifying a lack of comprehensive knowledge of ADHD by challenging individuals’ capabilities and suggesting an element of choice in the expressions of their symptoms. Causing negative attitudes towards the adolescents and behaviours they may display. That said, participants also demonstrated negative attitudes towards their own ADHD and that of others. Such as “I hate ADHD” (Participant 4) and “I know other people with ADHD that have it much worse than me… I’m glad that’s not my ADHD” (Participant 5). This effect apparently caused self-stigma among adolescents with ADHD, low self-esteem, and internalised ableism, particularly relating to teachers and education: “I’m so loud and aggressive… I don’t think they have a clue what to do with me” (Participant 3). This affected confidence levels in their academic capabilities and overall well-being.												Likewise, participants expressed being negatively treated by academic staff and, in some cases, their parents: “Teachers shouting at me, parents giving up on me” (Participant 4). Feelings of being misconstrued and even ridiculed because of the behaviours they displayed were also expressed. Once again, conveying little authority over the externalisation of their ADHD symptoms and its impact on functioning. Nearly all participants longed to be understood by others and felt they were socially misinterpreted. This suggests a need for wider awareness of how ADHD affects individuals across multiple dimensions and effective support strategies that could provide beneficial properties to cognitive performance and behavioural presentation.

Strained relationships 
Similarly, personal and social relationships between participants, their siblings, teachers, peers, and parents appeared strained. This was related to feeling misunderstood and interconnected to symptomatic expressions of ADHD. Participants also voiced having little to no friends, being socially unaccepted, excluded, and having parents abandon all hope for them because of these social and behavioural issues: “My brother hates me because I get on his nerves… my parents think I am just a lost cause” (Participant 4). Furthermore, those displaying symptomatic hyperactivity appeared to be worse affected by social and relational issues. This suggests that those with the predominantly hyperactive-impulsive sub-type of ADHD may have more social difficulties than others with inattentive and combined types.

Difficulty with the academic environment 
Teachers’ knowledge and attitudes
Difficulty within the academic environment was a common occurrence throughout participant experiences. Although this theme correlates with the previous regarding the negative effects of living with ADHD, such as strained relationships, low self-esteem and confidence in academic potential, strained student-teacher interactions were the predominant relational difficulty encountered by adolescents with ADHD overall. For this reason, the theme and sub-theme of difficulty with the academic environment and teachers’ knowledge and attitudes explicitly was developed. Negative attitudes from teachers appeared to stem from a lack of comprehensive knowledge regarding how ADHD impacts an individual’s functioning: “People just think that ADHD is all about being naughty, disrespectful, disruptive. It’s not it’s more than that” (Participant 4). Ineffective or non-existent support strategies by teachers concerning behavioural management for adolescents inside the classroom were also noted: “…my teacher giving me a verbal warning, just telling me to stop, which for me doesn’t really do anything” (Participant 1). 								Academic staff were described as taking a punitive approach of discipline and punishment rather than acceptance, compassion and support. Also demonstrated was a repetition of additional difficulties for individuals displaying hyperactive behaviours in terms of attitudes from teachers. One participant compared her ADHD to the hyperactive sub-type, claiming that for those individuals with hyperactivity, experiences of school are more negative and attitudes from teachers are harsher: “…other people with ADHD have it much worse than me… they get thrown out of class, teachers hate them…” (Participant 5). The adverse school experiences conveyed by participants suggested that adolescents living with ADHD may receive unfair treatment and be judged harshly or erroneously by school staff. “They just think I’m being a pain in the backside…they just don’t get me” (Participant 3). These individuals were portrayed as being criticised for behaviours beyond their scope of control, not receiving the required support, and having harmful effects on their academic attainment and levels of well-being: “I can’t get my work done… I feel like I'm going to explode… there’s nothing I can do about it no matter how many times they tell me to shut up or sit down” (Participant 3).

Functioning within the academic environment
Issues with executive functioning stemming from ADHD symptoms were prominent within the academic setting and appeared to obstruct schoolwork completion, learning, comprehension, and academic performance. “I can get so bored and tired easily with boring stuff that I’m not interested in – like schoolwork” (Participant 3). Adolescents with ADHD also described preferring shorter tasks as they felt it more plausible within their capacity and ability to complete them successfully. Realistic and seemingly achievable goals were said to motivate some individuals to accomplish their academic tasks. “Unless I can see that I’m actively getting there… closer to the end goal… I find it quite hard to continue” (Participant 2).  This suggested reward-seeking behaviours and reinforced participants’ expressions of holding limited attention spans. 								Functioning within a classroom environment alongside the symptoms of ADHD was repeatedly expressed as problematic across multiple dimensions.  Not only did this relate to inattentiveness and forgetfulness, but hyperactivity also. Many adolescents focused on their inability to complete tasks as contributing factors towards their disruptive behaviours. Centring their issues around the symptoms of ADHD and what the academic environment required from them. Such as conforming to neurotypical expectations, including extensive periods of focus, remaining seated, not interrupting, and being self-motivated: “If I’m left to carry on, I find focussing hard” (Participant 2). For some, social exclusion and regular removal from the classroom environment by teachers were stated, which impacted participants’ ability to engage and complete schoolwork. However, their symptomatic presentations were largely blamed as responsible for the impact on their education rather than the decision to remove them from the learning environment. This allowed insight into the adolescent’s self-depiction of being problematic members of their class and their apparent internalisation of negative attitudes and stigma from others. Causing a sense of rejection from the academic environment and peers: “It’s not my fault I can’t do it, I wish I could. I might be able to stay in class more and have friends” (Participant 4). 					A sense of pressure to cognitively exert themselves within the environment and a need for justification as a defence when this was not possible for individuals, was apparent: “It’s hard to concentrate on things and pay attention to my work. I know it sounds like an excuse but there it is” (Participant 3). This further endorses the feelings of unacceptance when difficulty in complying with academic standards is present. That said, a singular participant stated that verbal reminders and an element of pressure initiated a positive stress response for them to maintain focus and motivation towards schoolwork. Suggesting that positive encouragement from school staff could provide some incentive for the attentional engagement of adolescents with ADHD. Overall, school was named as the most problematic environment by participants, with some stating that the classroom was the only setting relating to difficulties with functioning: “I don’t really have issues outside of school” (Participant 5).

The impact of ADHD on self-perception 
There were discrepancies between how participants perceived themselves amongst the data, with both positive and negative aspects of self-perception expressed by individuals. 

Positive impact of ADHD on self-perception
Nearly all participants noted that they partake in activities based on their specific interests which were either associated with physical or creative activities. Further, that they possess attributes related to ADHD that enable them to focus on these hobbies for extended periods of time. This enhanced ability of concentration was appropriately identified by participants as hyperfocus: “My ADHD allows me to really focus on something that I enjoy…” (Participant 5). Additionally, the issues with executive functioning, inattentiveness, social and emotional difficulties that participants had previously articulated, had opposing effects on functioning during activities of interest. When discussing their engagement in these activities, participants also noted a sense of bravery, liberation, openness to new experiences, motivation, contentment, clarity, autonomy, and freedom from expected norms and behavioural compliance “…no one is telling me what to do, no pressure to do something and as I said, I really enjoy doing it” (Participant 3). Paradoxically, the ability to comply was named as a strength regarding specific interests and rule following. Suggesting that problematic symptoms of ADHD can be moderated through stimulating tasks respective to the individual’s preference.									Other elements acknowledged as characteristics of ADHD that were beneficial for participation in specific interests were high energy levels, stamina, patience, and perseverance. A singular participant conveyed positivity relating to acceptance of their diagnosis and displayed indifference towards the effect that ADHD had on them “It is what it is. You just gotta live with it” (Participant 1). Self-confidence, self-esteem, and empowerment were other positive factors that individuals attributed to themselves and in some cases to their diagnosis. Even comparing themselves positively in comparison to their peers at times. Including the ability to succeed, complete intricate designs, and recognition of effective strategies to improve functioning. Interestingly, for most, when positive components of character were identified, these were shadowed by contradictive statements. Which were often opinions of others repeated by participants that undermined their original self-affirmative claims: “Yeah, definitely. I think it’s a good thing… although I suppose sometimes this isn’t good or at least this is what my mum and dad says” (Participant 3). This could explain the apparent self-stigma experienced by adolescents with ADHD and the negative attitudes they are exposed to regarding their symptomatic presentation.

Negative impact of ADHD on self-perception
Likewise, a negative self-view was evident throughout the data obtained by participants, which included a negative self-narrative and an internalised poor attitude towards oneself: “So how do I feel about ADHD – it sucks!” (Participant 5). Once again, the presence of hyperactivity appeared to provoke the harmful impact of this issue for adolescents with ADHD. When discussing problematic behaviours, one participant viewed hyperactivity as part of their self-identity: “I’m hyperactive wherever I am. It’s not like I can shut it off at any time. It’s what I am” (Participant 3). This not only implied that individuals may hold a fundamentally negative self-perception but also echoed the difficulty in the management of hyperactive symptoms and behaviours. Moreover, hyperactivity may be a concrete aspect of an individual’s daily functioning. Negative connotations were common between participants when discussing themselves and the impact of ADHD on their lives. Even after prompting, on occasion, it was clear on occasion that adolescents struggled to label positive features of their ADHD and its potential advantages. 								An awareness of how they were perceived and ways in which their behaviour affected others was also apparent. Self-perception demonstrated by participants largely relating to teachers and their peers was highly negative. They described their ADHD as a burden to others and feeling menacing because of their presenting symptoms and the impact this caused them, such as irritation and discomfort. One participant when describing their sense of self, stated a feeling of confusion regarding their hyperactivity and its difficulty to manage: “I suppose I don’t get myself much either” (Participant 3). This was explained alongside negative attitudes of teachers and peers towards them. Emphasising further, the difficulty for adolescents with ADHD to function within the academic environment, conform to behavioural norms, and the adverse effect this may have on their self-esteem. The lack of understanding towards oneself could be interpreted as a need for further knowledge relative to their diagnosis and the symptoms of ADHD to mitigate this impact on adolescents’ self-perception. This is important as self-blaming inferences were also present among participants experiences. Contradictory to the positive impact of ADHD on adolescents’ abilities, many participants felt the opposite. Some went as far to say that having ADHD would impede their ability to achieve their future aspirations as it provided a barrier to academic attainment: “I want to be a vet… I think my ADHD will stop me from doing this” (Participant 5). These participants had little confidence and stated they would never be successful owing to the level of difficulty with their hyperactivity, cognition, and lack of regulatory ability. 	





























Appendices
Appendix A 

Codes across



Below are initial descriptive codes (short, concise labels that capture meaning):
	Transcript
	Initial Codes

	1
	Memory issues 
Different symptoms of ADHD between individuals 
Not disruptive 
Difficulty with the academic environment
Difficulty with task completion 
Schoolwork 
Poor peer relationships
Limited peer support
Peer conflict
Negativity from teachers
Inattentive 
Cognitive processing difficulties 
Confusion, getting lost with instructions 
School environment problematic 
Ok treatment from teachers 


	2
	Negative treatment from teachers 
Removal 
Social exclusion 
Difficulty concentrating in school
Difficulty with schoolwork
Strained relationships – parents, teachers, friends
Ok treatment from teachers 
Treatment from teachers depends on the symptoms 
The negative perspective of ADHD 
Comparing their treatment from teachers to others with ADHD 
Negative treatment from teachers 
Removal 
Parents not understanding ADHD
Parents misinterpreting behaviours

Social exclusion 
The negative impact of living with ADHD 
Negative attitudes (of self, from others, and of others)
Awareness of different types of ADHD 
Negative attitudes towards ADHD in others
Negative attitudes towards self 


	3
	Confusion 
Poor peer relationships
No friendships
Limited peer support
Frustrations from peers
Strained relationship with teachers
Issues with cognitive processing
Cyclical patterns of symptom impact
Constant arguments at home
Parents not understanding ADHD
Specific interests 
ADHD affects school satisfaction
ADHD symptoms affecting academic performance 
Issues with cognitive processing
Lack of academic 

	4
	Difficulty with task completion 
ADHD symptoms 
Negative attitudes and treatment from others 
Shorter tasks preferred – limited attention span
Effect of symptoms on the individual – fed up, frustrated, needing reminding to complete tasks
No control over symptoms 
The end goal in sight as a motivator
Low-pressure environments are problematic
Positive aspects of ADHD for the individual
Confidence in abilities
Confidence in own abilities 
Effective coping strategies 

	5
	Specific interests 
Positive aspects of ADHD for the individual
Specific interests 
Positive attributes of ADHD - specific interests, skateboarding, energy, open to New experiences, bungee jumping, and bravery.
Hyperfocus 
Autonomy when engaging in specific interests
Negative self-perception
Negative attitudes towards oneself 
Negative connotations – bad, isn’t good.
ADHD and self-identity
Negative self-talk 
No friendships
Frustrations from peers
The contradiction of self-perception 
The negative impact of living with ADHD 
Feeling misunderstood 
Teacher misconceptions
Poor knowledge of ADHD behaviours (teachers)
All environments problematic 
Impact of symptoms on functioning - seemingly unaware of risks
Feeling to blame 
Teachers negative attitudes
Strained relationships – parents, teachers, friends
Negative attitudes from peers

	6
	Difficulty with the academic environment
Difficulty with task completion 
Schoolwork 
Poor peer relationships
Teachers lacking understanding
Inattentive 
Cognitive processing difficulties 
Confusion, getting lost with instructions 
Memory issues 
School environment problematic 
Difficulty in school 
Ok treatment from teachers 
Treatment from teachers depends on the symptoms 
The negative perspective of ADHD 
Symptoms negative effect on functioning at school 
Comparing their treatment from teachers to others with ADHD 
Negative treatment from teachers 
Removal 
Poor peer relationships
Social exclusion 
Difficulty concentrating in school
Difficulty with schoolwork
Strained relationships 






Appendix B 
Codes organised into initial themes 


Difficulty with the academic environment
Lack of academic motivation 
Difficulty at school 
Expectations from the academic environment 
Issues with cognitive processing
Receiving discipline in school 
Lack of academic motivation 
Cyclical patterns of symptom impact
Lack of academic motivation 
ADHD affects school satisfaction
Problematic environments for (school, home) 
Problematic symptoms of ADHD 
Issues with cognitive processing
Lack of academic motivation 

Strained relationships with teachers
Student-teacher relationships 
Punishment from teachers  
Negative treatment by teachers 

Poor relationship with peers
Poor peer relationships
No friendships
Limited peer support
Frustrations from peers
Peer conflict
Social exclusion 

Difficulty at home 
Constant arguments at home
Parents not understanding ADHD
Parents misinterpreting behaviours

The impact of ADHD symptoms on functioning  
Lack of academic motivation 
Distraction 
Forgetfulness 
Difficulties with task completion
Inattentiveness
Confusion 
Issues with cognitive processing
ADHD affects school satisfaction
ADHD symptoms affecting academic performance 
Issues with cognitive processing
Lack of academic motivation 

The negative impact of living with ADHD 
Avoiding negative feelings 
Sadness 
Indifference 
Slow progress
Misunderstood as an individual 
Difficulty with symptom management 
Ineffective/unhelpful strategies for symptom management 
Receiving discipline in school 
Cyclical patterns of symptom impact

Positive aspects of ADHD for the individual
Acceptance of ADHD 
Focus on interests 
Ability to concentrate and comply
Enjoyment of sporting activities
Specific interests that make them happy
Motivation dependent on activity 

Negative self-perception
Unaware of positive attributes (even after prompting)
Negative perception of ADHD
Negative self-view
Negative attitudes towards self
Symptoms negatively impacting others


Teachers’ knowledge and attitudes
Negativity from teachers
Teacher misconceptions
Poor knowledge of ADHD behaviours (teachers)
Teachers negative attitudes
Teacher lacking understanding
Negative treatment from teachers 

Positive impact on self-perception 
Enjoyment of sporting activities
Specific interests that make them happy
Motivation dependent on activity 
Specific interests 
Positive aspects of ADHD for the individual
Specific interests 
Positive attributes of ADHD - specific interests, skateboarding, energy, open to New experiences, bungee jumping, and bravery.
Hyperfocus 
Autonomy when engaging in specific interests




Appendix C

Revision and Final themes and sub-themes

1. Strained relationships

2. The negative effects of living with ADHD
· Impact of ADHD symptoms on functioning 
· Attitudes and treatment from others

3. Difficulty with the academic environment 
4. Negative teachers’ knowledge and attitudes

5. Positive impact on self-perception 

6. Negative impact on self-perception




Final themes and sub-themes


1. The negative effects of living with ADHD
· Impact of ADHD symptoms on functioning 
· Attitudes and treatment from others 
· Strained relationships 

2. Difficulty with the academic environment 
· Teachers’ knowledge and attitudes
· Functioning within the academic environment

3. The impact of ADHD on self-perception
· Positive impact on self-perception 
· Negative impact on self-perception
























Appendix D

Transcript Excerpts
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