Best ADHD Coping Strategies for Daily
Life
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A missed appointment, a half-finished report, a child who cannot get out the door for
school, or an adult who feels exhausted by routine tasks can all create pressure at
home, work and school. The best ADHD coping strategies are rarely about trying
harder. They are practical ways of reducing friction, making tasks visible and building

support around the particular difficulties a person experiences.

ADHD can affect attention, organisation, time awareness, impulse control and emotional

regulation. These experiences vary widely between children, adolescents and adults,

Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic | Tel: 03 9848 9100 | www.adhd.com.au



https://www.adhd.com.au/best-adhd-coping-strategies-daily-life
https://www.adhd.com.au/best-adhd-coping-strategies-daily-life
https://www.adhd.com.au

and can also overlap with anxiety, low mood, learning difficulties, autism, sleep
problems or stressful life circumstances. A helpful strategy is one that fits the person,

their environment and the task at hand.

Start by reducing the load on working memory

Many everyday systems assume people can hold several instructions, dates and
priorities in mind at once. For someone with ADHD traits, that demand can be
disproportionately tiring. The aim is not to create a perfect planning system. It is to

move essential information out of the mind and into a reliable external place.

Choose one primary calendar for appointments, school events and deadlines, then set
reminders at useful times rather than only at the start time. A reminder the day before
may allow for preparation; another reminder 30 minutes beforehand may support
leaving on time. Paper diaries, wall calendars, mobile reminders and task-management
apps can all be useful. The most effective option is usually the one that is simple

enough to be used consistently.

Written checklists can reduce repeated prompting for children and adults alike. A short
morning list placed near the front door may work better than verbal reminders given
from another room. For a larger task, such as preparing a school assignment or
completing a work report, break it into visible next actions. “Open the document and

write three headings” is more manageable than “finish the report”.

Build routines around cues, not motivation

Motivation naturally changes with interest, fatigue, stress and reward. Waiting to feel
ready can make routine tasks harder to begin. Environmental cues can provide a more

dependable starting point.

Link a new action to something that already happens. Medication or vitamins prescribed

or recommended by a health professional may be kept beside a breakfast item, where
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appropriate and safely stored. A school bag can be packed immediately after afternoon
tea. Work clothes may be laid out before bed. These small links reduce the number of

decisions required during busy periods.

Routines should be realistic. A highly detailed evening schedule may look organised on
paper but fail when a child has sport, a parent arrives home late, or an adult is depleted
after work. It is often better to identify two or three non-negotiable steps, such as

checking tomorrow’s commitments, preparing essential items and setting an alarm.

For children, visual routines are often easier to follow than repeated spoken instructions.
Pictures or brief written prompts can show the order of getting dressed, eating breakfast
and packing a bag. Parents and caregivers can support follow-through with calm,
specific prompts and acknowledgement of effort, while allowing the child to take

increasing responsibility where developmentally appropriate.

Use time in a way that can be seen

Time blindness, or difficulty sensing the passage of time, is a common concern for many
people with ADHD. It can lead to lateness, last-minute rushing and underestimating how
long a task will take. This is not necessarily carelessness. It may reflect a genuine

executive-function difficulty.

Visible timers, countdowns and alarms can make time more concrete. A timer may be
used to start a five-minute tidy-up, signal the final stage of getting ready, or create a
defined work period. Some people find that shorter intervals help them begin; others
need a longer uninterrupted block once they are engaged. Experimenting with both is

reasonable.

Allowing a buffer is also a practical form of support. If an appointment is at 10.00 am,
the plan may need to include the time required to find keys, travel, park, check in and
settle. Adults who repeatedly arrive late may benefit from treating the departure time,

rather than the appointment time, as the key calendar event.
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Best ADHD coping strategies for tasks that feel

impossible to start

Task initiation can be difficult even when a person understands exactly what needs to
be done and wants to do it. Shame-based explanations such as laziness are unhelpful
and can make avoidance worse. A more useful question is: what is making the first step
hard?

The barrier may be uncertainty, boredom, fear of making a mistake, competing
distractions or the size of the task. Reducing the starting point can help. Commit to five
minutes, gather the materials without beginning the task, or work beside another
person who is quietly doing their own activity. This is sometimes called body doubling:

the presence of another person can provide structure and reduce distraction.

Creating a clear finish line matters too. “Work on the assignment” has no obvious
endpoint. “Find two sources and save them in the folder” does. When possible, pair an
unpleasant task with an immediate, modest reward, such as a cup of tea, a short walk
or time spent on an enjoyable activity. The reward does not need to be elaborate. It

needs to be predictable enough to make starting feel worthwhile.

Make the environment do some of the work

Organisation is often easier when belongings have a visible, consistent home. A bowl
near the entry for keys, a charging station for devices and an open basket for school
items can prevent daily searches. Closed storage may look tidier, but it can be less
helpful if items are forgotten once out of sight. The right approach depends on whether

visual clutter or invisibility creates the larger problem.

Distraction also deserves practical attention. A mobile placed in another room during
focused work may be more effective than relying on willpower. Noise-reducing

headphones, a quieter workspace or website-blocking settings may help some people.
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However, complete silence can be uncomfortable or understimulating for others, who

may focus better with low-level background sound.

At school or work, reasonable adjustments may include written instructions, clearer task
milestones, movement breaks, reduced distractions or extra time for complex written
work. The appropriate adjustments depend on the setting and a person’s individual
needs. For children, collaboration between caregivers, teachers and treating

professionals can help create consistent expectations across environments.

Support emotional regulation and recovery

ADHD can involve rapid emotional responses, frustration when plans change and

difficulty returning to baseline after conflict or disappointment. Coping strategies are

most useful when they are practised outside the most intense moment.

Notice early signs of escalation, such as a raised voice, racing thoughts, tears,
restlessness or an urge to send an immediate message. A planned pause can create
space before acting. This might involve stepping outside, using slow breathing, having a
drink of water, moving the body or using a brief phrase such as, “l need ten minutes
before we continue.” For children, adults can model regulation and keep language brief

during a difficult moment.

Sleep, regular meals, movement and opportunities for rest are not treatments for ADHD
on their own, but they can influence concentration, emotional regulation and capacity to
use other strategies. If sleep is persistently difficult, or if appetite, mood or anxiety are
also concerns, it is worth discussing this with an appropriate health professional rather

than assuming ADHD is the only factor.

When self-management needs clinical support

Practical strategies can be valuable, but they do not remove the need for assessment or

treatment when ADHD-related difficulties are persistent and affecting education, work,
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relationships, safety or wellbeing. A comprehensive assessment considers

developmental history, current symptoms, daily functioning and other possible
explanations for the difficulties. It can also help clarify whether ADHD may be occurring

alongside anxiety, depression, autism, learning concerns or other conditions.

Psychological therapy may support children, adolescents and adults to develop skills in

organisation, planning, emotional regulation and unhelpful thinking patterns. Parent-

focused behavioural strategies can help caregivers respond consistently to challenging

routines and behaviours. Medication, where considered appropriate, is assessed and

managed by a medical practitioner such as a psychiatrist or paediatrician, often as part

of a broader treatment plan.

For people in Melbourne, in-person assessment and therapy may be one pathway;
telehealth can also make psychological support more accessible for people elsewhere in
Australia when clinically suitable. A GP can help discuss referral options and whether a

Mental Health Care Plan may provide access to Medicare rebates for eligible services.

The most useful plan is usually not the most complicated one. Start with one pressure
point, make the next step easier to see and repeat, then adjust the system when life
changes. Small supports used consistently can create more room for learning,

connection and the things that matter to the person and family.

For more information

Call (03) 9848 9100

Published: 28/08/2026 and updated on: 27/09/2026 by Dr Jacques Duff-PhD; BA Psych;
Grad Dip Applied Psychology; FANSA; Clinical Neuroscientist

Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic | Tel: 03 9848 9100 | www.adhd.com.au



https://www.adhd.com.au/adult-adhd-assessment-melbourne
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29566425/
https://www.adhd.com.au/adhd/adhd-therapy-cbt-family-therapy-coaching
https://www.adhd.com.au/adhd/treatment
https://www.adhd.com.au/medicare-rebate-adhd-assessment-explained
tel:0398489100
https://www.adhd.com.au

