How CBT Helps ADHD Anxiety in
Everyday Life

Anxiety can become woven into the daily effort of living with ADHD. A missed deadline

may trigger worry about letting others down. Starting an important task can feel so
difficult that avoidance brings short-term relief, followed by more pressure. Social
interactions, appointments, finances and school or work demands can all carry an extra
layer of apprehension. Understanding how CBT helps ADHD anxiety can give adults,

parents and young people a clearer framework for seeking appropriate support.
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Cognitive behavioural therapy, usually called CBT, is a structured psychological therapy

that explores the links between thoughts, emotions, physical sensations and behaviour.

For people with ADHD and anxiety, CBT is not about asking someone to simply think

positively or become more organised through willpower. It aims to identify patterns that

are maintaining distress and develop practical, realistic ways to respond differently.

Why ADHD and anxiety can reinforce each other

ADHD and anxiety are separate conditions, although they can occur together and share

some overlapping experiences. Difficulty concentrating, restlessness, sleep disruption
and feeling overwhelmed may be associated with either ADHD, anxiety or both. This is

one reason a comprehensive assessment can be helpful where symptoms are

longstanding, changing, or affecting several areas of life.

ADHD-related executive-function difficulties can create situations that understandably
increase anxiety. A person may struggle to estimate how long tasks will take, keep track
of multiple steps, remember commitments or begin work without an immediate
deadline. Repeated experiences of rushing, forgetting, receiving criticism or feeling

behind can lead to a strong expectation that something will go wrong.

Anxiety can then make ADHD challenges harder to manage. When the nervous system
is on high alert, it is often more difficult to prioritise, make decisions, absorb information
or tolerate uncertainty. Someone may spend hours worrying about a task rather than
beginning it, check messages repeatedly for reassurance, or avoid situations where they
fear being judged. These responses make sense in the moment, but they may narrow a

person’s life over time.

For children and adolescents, the pattern may appear as school refusal, distress around
homework, perfectionism, emotional outbursts when routines change, or reluctance to
try activities that feel difficult. For adults, it may involve work pressure, relationship
strain, chronic procrastination or worry about managing home and family

responsibilities. The individual pattern matters more than any single symptom.
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How CBT helps ADHD anxiety in practice

CBT begins with a shared understanding of what is happening for the person. A
psychologist may map a recent situation in detail: the trigger, the thoughts that
appeared, the emotional and physical response, what the person did next, and the

short- and longer-term consequences.

Consider an adult who receives an email asking for a meeting. The thought may be, “I
have done something wrong and will not be able to explain myself.” Anxiety rises,
concentration drops, and they put off replying. The delayed response then creates a
more urgent problem, seemingly confirming the original fear. CBT helps make this cycle

visible, so it can be interrupted at more than one point.

Examining thoughts without dismissing real pressures

People with ADHD may have genuine reasons to be concerned about a deadline, an
unfinished task or a past mistake. Effective CBT does not deny these realities. Instead, it

separates the practical problem from the mind’s worst-case prediction.

A therapist may help a person test thoughts such as, “If | cannot do this perfectly, there
is no point starting,” or “One mistake proves | am incapable.” The goal is to develop a
more balanced and useful response. This might be: “This task is uncomfortable and |

may need support to break it down, but a first draft is still a meaningful step.”

That shift is not merely reassuring language. It creates room for action. When anxiety is
reduced from an emergency to a manageable signal, it may be easier to use planning

tools, ask a question, begin a small task or return to an avoided activity.

Building behavioural strategies that fit ADHD

Traditional CBT strategies often include behavioural experiments and gradual exposure
to situations that have been avoided. With co-occurring ADHD, these strategies may

need adjustment. A plan that is too complicated, abstract or time-consuming can
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become another source of guilt.

Practical CBT work may therefore focus on making the next step very clear. Rather than
setting “finish the report” as a goal, the first action might be opening the document,

writing three headings, or setting a ten-minute timer. Visual reminders, body doubling,

calendar prompts, environmental changes and planned breaks can support the

behavioural part of therapy.

The strategy is not to force productivity at all costs. It is to reduce avoidance while
respecting attention limits, energy, sensory needs and the demands of daily life. What is
workable for a university student may differ from what suits a parent, a shift worker or a

child managing school routines.

Reducing reassurance-seeking and avoidance

Anxiety often encourages people to seek certainty before acting. They may reread an
email many times, ask others to confirm every decision, delay booking an appointment
until they feel completely ready, or avoid tasks that could expose an error. These

behaviours may lower anxiety briefly, but can teach the brain that uncertainty is unsafe.

CBT can support gradual, planned practice with uncertainty. For example, a person may
send a carefully reviewed email without checking it a final time, attend a social event
for a short period, or start an assignment before they feel motivated. The aim is not to
eliminate discomfort immediately. It is to learn, through experience, that anxiety can

rise and settle without needing avoidance to take control.

CBT is usually adapted, not delivered as a script

A useful CBT plan for ADHD takes account of attention, working memory, emotional
regulation and motivation. Sessions may include written summaries, repeated review of
key ideas, visual tools or a small number of clearly prioritised tasks between

appointments. A therapist may also spend more time helping the person notice early
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signs of overload and create plans for common pressure points.

For children, CBT often involves parents or caregivers in an age-appropriate way. Adults
around the child can help create predictable routines, reinforce coping practice and
respond consistently to anxious avoidance. The focus is not on blaming a child or parent

for a difficult pattern. It is on building skills within the child’s real environment.

For adolescents, therapy may balance family involvement with growing independence.
Concerns about friendships, academic expectations, driving, future study or
employment can be explored alongside practical skills for managing reminders, task

initiation and anxious self-criticism.

Where assessment and broader care fit

CBT can be one component of a broader treatment plan. Some people benefit from

ADHD-focused behavioural strategies, school or workplace adjustments, medication

discussions with an appropriate medical practitioner, sleep support, or treatment for

other mental health concerns. The right combination depends on the person’s history,

current symptoms, goals and circumstances.

A careful assessment is particularly relevant when it is unclear whether attention
difficulties are primarily related to ADHD, anxiety, mood, sleep, trauma, learning
differences, autism spectrum disorder, substance use, physical health factors or a
combination. Assessment does not reduce a person to a label. It can help clarify which

supports are likely to be most relevant and provide a structured basis for treatment

planning.

At Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic, comprehensive ADHD assessment and

psychological therapy are available for children, adolescents and adults, including by
telehealth across Australia where suitable. Clients may access Medicare rebates for
eligible services when they have an appropriate referral and Mental Health Care Plan

from a GP or specialist. Availability and rebate eligibility should be discussed directly
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with the relevant provider.

When CBT may be worth discussing

CBT may be worth exploring when anxiety is making everyday ADHD management

more difficult, particularly if worry, perfectionism, avoidance or self-criticism are taking
up substantial time and energy. It can also be helpful when a person understands what
they need to do but finds that fear, overwhelm or anticipated failure repeatedly gets in

the way.

Therapy does not require a person to have every goal clearly defined before they begin.
A starting point can be as simple as wanting fewer panic-driven decisions, more
confidence approaching tasks, or a better understanding of why familiar situations feel
so hard. With a plan tailored to the individual, CBT offers a practical way to work with

both the anxious thoughts and the real-world ADHD challenges that keep the cycle
going.

For more information

Call (03) 9848 9100
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