The experiences of adolescents living with ADHD 
 
Part One: Thematic Results  
 
This thematic analysis delves into the complex experiences of adolescents with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Using five semi-structured interviews (Appendix 1) and Braun and Clarke's (2006, 2012, 2015) thematic analysis framework (Appendix 3-5). Three major themes were identified: Academic and motivational challenges, social relationships and peer dynamics, and Emotional resilience and self-identity. Each theme is further divided into sub-themes (Appendix 6), with the aim of capturing the intricate relationship between ADHD and adolescent lived experiences including both the obstacles’ faced and the adaptive strategies they employ to manage their personal and social lives. Through this exploration, the analysis aims to contribute to a better understanding of how ADHD shapes adolescent experiences in educational, emotional, and social contexts. 
 
Table 1  
Themes, subthemes and supporting quotes from TA interviews 
	Theme 
	Sub-theme 
	Example quotes 

	 
Academic and Motivational Challenges of ADHD 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Social Relationships and Peer Dynamics  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Emotional Resilience and Self-Identity in Adolescents with ADHD 
	 
Challenges with Task Completion, Focus, and Instruction  
Impact of ADHD on Academic Performance, Aspirations, and Motivation 
Influence of High-Pressure vs. Low-Pressure Environments on Behaviour and Performance 
 
 
Maintaining Friendships and Feeling Understood 
 
 
Teacher Relationships: Support and Challenges 
 
Seeking Acceptance and Navigating Peer Misunderstandings 
 
 
Struggles and Strengths in Self-Perception with ADHD  
 
Navigating Emotional Confusion and Frustration 
Embracing ADHD as Part of Self-Identity 
Leveraging Strengths and Focused Engagement in Adolescents with ADHD  
 
 
	 
“Sometimes, it’s to do with not hearing or understanding the instructions.” 
 
“Unless I can see I am actively getting there… I lose focus,”  
“It’s not really school, it’s low-pressure environments, where I don’t have anyone constantly reminding me… if people are nagging me,” 
 
 
“Uh, I dunno. I guess kind of annoyed. Misunderstood. They just don’t get me.”  
“Most of the teachers just tell me off because, honestly, I don’t think they have a clue what to do with me.”  
“I haven’t got many friends because I’m so hyperactive… I get on people’s nerves.”  
 
“You just gotta live with it. Pointless being down about it. So I guess that’s a positive,”  
“People just think ADHD is about being naughty... it’s more than that,” 
“my hyperactivity…in that case, I suppose it’s good.” 
"I guess I forget I have ADHD when I’m playing football; it’s just about playing football, I can concentrate on that," 


 
 
Theme 1: Academic and Motivational Challenges of ADHD 
Theme One is crucial as it addresses the impact of ADHD on adolescents, where attention deficits disrupt learning and self-esteem. The need for visible progress is key to maintaining motivation, with its absence leading to frustration and lowered aspirations. This theme underscores the importance of adaptive educational approaches to foster engagement and confidence in ADHD students. 
Sub-theme 1.1: Challenges with Task Completion, Focus, and Instruction 
Participants frequently mentioned challenges in completing tasks, focusing, and following instructions in school’s structured environment. For example, Participant One shared, “When I can’t pay attention long enough… I can never get things done. So school is hard.” Participant Five said, “Sometimes, it’s to do with not hearing or understanding the instructions.” They added, “This is the biggest problem with ADHD, for me anyway,”. These difficulties are heightened by the structured demands of school, where missed instructions often lead to incomplete tasks and frustration, amplifying ADHD-related challenges with attention and task completion. 
 
Sub-theme1.2: Impact of ADHD on Academic Performance, Aspirations, and Motivation 
Participants often described how ADHD-related difficulties with task completion and focus became significant barriers to their academic performance and future aspirations. For instance, Participant 3 expressed frustration with missing class time, sharing, “I spend most of my time outside of the classroom, so I’m never gonna do well in school.” Similarly, Participant 2 voiced challenges with staying on track, noting, “Even when I understand the lessons, I can't keep up with the assignments because my mind keeps wandering.” These obstacles not only hinder academic performance but also led some participants to question their future goals; as Participant 5 said, “I want to be a vet when I leave school… I think my ADHD might stop me from doing this.” For others, task avoidance arose from a need for visible progress. As Participant 2 answered, “Unless I can see I am actively getting there… I lose focus,” while Participant 4 echoed, “When I don’t feel like I’m moving forward, it’s like, ‘what’s the point?’ I just stop trying.” These reflections suggest that breaking down goals into smaller steps could help mitigate the impact of ADHD on academic performance and motivation, highlighting the importance of educational strategies that promote engagement by supporting achievable progress. 
 
Sub-theme 1.3: Influence of High-Pressure vs. Low-Pressure Environments on Behaviour and Performance 
Participants reported differences in behavior and performance based on the pressure in various environments. High-pressure settings, like formal classrooms, often intensified their ADHD symptoms. For instance, Participant 3 described feeling like a "jumping bean, balancing all over the place… can't help it," noting restlessness under teacher scrutiny. In contrast, some found low-pressure environments harder, struggling without structure. Participant 2 remarked, “It’s not really school, it’s low-pressure environments, where I don’t have anyone constantly reminding me…nagging me,” This variation suggests that a blend of reminders and flexibility aids focus for some with ADHD, highlighting the need for individualised, ADHD-inclusive teaching approaches to support diverse needs. 
 
Theme 2: Social Relationships and Peer Dynamics 
Theme 2 is central as social interactions are crucial to adolescent development. Adolescents with ADHD often face challenges in forming friendships, managing peer misunderstandings, and interacting with teachers, leading to exclusion and lowered self-esteem. This theme emphasises the importance of supportive social environments for their well-being and growth. 
Sub-theme 2.1: Maintaining Friendships and Feeling Understood 
Many participants described feeling socially isolated and struggling to form friendships. Participant 3 shared, “I have no friends, I get on people’s nerves in school. The kids don’t like it”. ADHD symptoms like hyperactivity and impulsivity often led to misunderstandings, with peers seeing these behaviours as disruptive. When asked about the impact, Participant 3 added, “Uh, I dunno. I guess kind of annoyed. Misunderstood. They just don’t get me.” These reflections reveal how ADHD symptoms can strain relationships with peers, creating a sense of being unfairly judged. In contrast, Participant 5 had a different experience, showing how ADHD varies between individuals. Unlike Participant 3, they noted, “I don’t have that issue. I have friends as well. I suppose it’s because I’m not loud.” This difference highlights that quieter behaviours may lead to fewer social conflicts or misunderstandings, underscoring the need for tailored approaches that recognise ADHD’s diverse impacts on social experiences. 
 
Sub-theme 2.2: Teacher Relationships: Support and Challenges 
Some participants reported finding support from teachers who showed empathy and understanding. Participant 5 remarked, “I do struggle in school, but the teachers are okay with me generally. They know I’m trying my best,” highlighting how positive teacher relationships helped manage classroom expectations and provided a buffer against negative feedback. Participant 5 noted that teachers are often stricter with more visibly disruptive students, explaining, “The same teachers are quite strict with other kids with ADHD because they disrupt the class,” suggesting that quieter ADHD behaviours may receive more leniency. This pattern was echoed by Participant 4, who shared, “The teachers don’t always get it. They just think I’m kicking off for the sake of it,” and Participant 3, who added, “Most of the teachers just tell me off because, honestly, I don’t think they have a clue what to do with me.” These experiences highlight how teachers’ misinterpretation of ADHD behaviours as intentional disruptions can strain relationships and lead to feelings of unfairness among students, affecting their self-worth. 
Sub-theme 2.3: Seeking Acceptance and Navigating Peer Misunderstandings 
Seeking acceptance from peers was often challenging and frustrating for these adolescents. Participant 3 expressed a desire to connect, sharing, “I haven’t got many friends because I’m so hyperactive… I get on people’s nerves.” This desire for social belonging was hindered by behaviours that others misinterpreted, leading to social difficulties and reinforcing feelings of rejection. Similarly, Participant 2 noted, “Generally, people don’t have patience with me” Participant 4 added, “Well, I hate ADHD. I have no friends, probably because I’m too noisy. I’m hyperactive all the time…This affects every part of my life,” and went on to say, “I guess friends walk away, if I have any.” These statements illustrate how a lack of patience and understanding from peers contributes to feelings of rejection and isolation, underscoring the need for greater empathy and consideration to foster more inclusive social interactions.  
 
Theme 3: Self-Identity and Emotional Resilience in Adolescents with ADHD 
Theme 3 is key as it explores the emotional and psychological growth of adolescents with ADHD. Despite challenges, they often demonstrate resilience and a positive self-identity. This theme reveals how societal misunderstandings impact their self-view, offering insight into their emotional well-being and identity formation. 
 
Sub-theme 3.1: Struggles and Strengths in Self-Perception with ADHD 
Many participants demonstrated resilience and a desire to improve their circumstances despite the obstacles posed by ADHD. For example, Participant 1 showed determination, stating, “So got no feelings about it. I just get on with it. I can’t control it. So what’s the point in worrying about it.” They added, “You just gotta live with it. Pointless being down about it. So I guess that’s a positive,” reflecting a tenacious approach to managing their condition. In contrast, Participant 4’s raw frustration “I hate ADHD... It gets me down” reflects a negative self-perception shaped by the strain of managing symptoms and feeling misunderstood. Their sense of the urge to “explode” over uncontrollable behaviours reveal how ADHD challenges can deeply impact self-view. Despite challenges, participants often held a positive self-view, recognising strengths outside traditional academics. For example, Participant 5 took pride in their model painting, saying, “I love painting models… my mother can’t quite believe that I can put all that time and effort into it.” They added, “So, I suppose my ADHD allows me to really focus on something that I enjoy and that I’m good at.” The participants' views on ADHD ranged from pragmatic acceptance to frustration over feeling misunderstood, and a positive focus on unique strengths, revealing a complex spectrum of self-perception shaped by resilience and personal experiences, underscoring the importance of recognising individual strengths amidst challenges. 
 
Sub-theme 3.2: Navigating Emotional Confusion and Frustration 
Participants expressed significant frustration and emotional confusion stemming from their ADHD symptoms, particularly in academic and social settings. Participant 1 described feeling trapped in a cycle of inattention, saying, “I can’t focus long enough to finish anything... I can’t control it,” leading to emotional strain. Participant 3 felt misunderstood due to their hyperactivity, explaining, “They just think I’m being a pain... I get on people’s nerves,” creating feelings of alienation. Participant 4 also noted relational impacts, sharing, “People just think ADHD is about being naughty... it’s more than that,” which reflects the frustration of being misjudged. Meanwhile, Participant 5, though frustrated by academic challenges, compared themselves to others, acknowledging, “I know other people with ADHD who have it much worse than me.” Collectively, these experiences reveal a complex emotional landscape, where frustration, confusion, and isolation shape participants’ navigation of ADHD’s effects on academic and social relationships. 
 
Sub-theme 3.3: Embracing ADHD as Part of Self-Identity 
For many participants, ADHD was not just a challenge but a defining aspect of their identity, with several embracing it as part of who they are. This acceptance was reflected in statements that reframed ADHD as a personality trait rather than a limitation. Participant 4 described their adventurous nature during a bungee jump, saying, “I just jumped… I was so much braver and willing to jump than adults,” highlighting fearless spontaneity. Similarly, Participant 3 observed how ADHD contributed to their energy levels in physical activities, sharing, “If I’m out on my skateboard, I can go for longer… I guess I’ve got lots of energy,” and further noted, “my hyperactivity…in that case, I suppose it’s good.” Through these reflections, Participants 2 and 4 demonstrated a shift from viewing ADHD purely as a challenge to recognising it as a source of strength and distinctiveness. By embracing this perspective, they saw ADHD as an asset that added depth to their identity, blending uniqueness with resilience. Participant 5 showed similar resilience, stating, "Look, it could be worse. I know other people with ADHD that have it much worse than me," showing awareness of the condition's varying impacts. They continued, “my ADHD just means I need to work harder” illustrating their determination to put in extra effort to manage academic challenges. These perspectives show how ADHD shaped their work ethic, with extra effort supporting their academic progress. Embracing their strengths, participants reframed ADHD as a source of resilience and self-acceptance. 
 
Sub-Theme 3.4: Leveraging Strengths and Focused Engagement in Adolescents with ADHD 
Participants highlighted the strengths associated with ADHD, particularly their ability to hyperfocus on engaging activities, showing resilience and adaptability. Many described a heightened focus on activities they found personally meaningful. Participant 1 shared, "I guess I forget I have ADHD when I’m playing football; it’s just about playing football, I can concentrate on that," Similarly, Participant 3 said, "I’m good at running... I think it’s probably because of my ADHD," suggesting that physical activities can help alleviate ADHD symptoms, with high-energy exercises serving as effective outlets. Participant 5 added, "Ok, so if I like something, I can spend hours concentrating on it and seeing the task through," highlighting how hyperfocus aids them in tasks they enjoy. 
These instances suggest that while ADHD can be disruptive in structured settings, it can also be advantageous in engaging activities, though this benefit is often limited to areas of interest. Participants displayed resilience, with Participant 1 stating, "It is what it is… you just gotta live with it," and noting that football helps them forget their ADHD. This highlights how ADHD, despite its challenges, can fuel strengths and contribute to personal growth. 
In conclusion, this analysis highlights how ADHD shapes adolescents' identities, relationships, and aspirations, with symptoms like inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity presenting distinct challenges across academic and social contexts. Despite these obstacles, many adolescents show resilience, finding ways to adapt, maintain a positive self-view, and harness their unique strengths, especially in activities that allow active or focused engagement. Recognising ADHD as a fundamental part of their experience underscores the need for inclusive support systems that nurture both resilience and talent. Future research could explore the long-term effects of coping strategies, family and peer dynamics, and the impact of overlapping factors such as gender, socioeconomic status, and cultural background. These insights could guide more personalised and effective support for adolescents with ADHD, promoting their academic success, social inclusion, and emotional wellbeing. 

