
ADHD Coaching Versus Psychology
Therapy Explained 

A calendar full of reminders, a new planner and a stricter routine can be useful supports.
They may not, however, explain why planning feels difficult, why emotions become
overwhelming, or why the same patterns have been present since childhood. That
distinction sits at the centre of ADHD coaching versus psychology therapy.

For adults who have received an ADHD diagnosis, or are partway through an
assessment pathway, both options can sound relevant. Coaching usually focuses on
putting practical systems into daily life. Psychological therapy considers the person’s
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broader functioning, mental health, history and current circumstances. They can
sometimes sit alongside each other, but they are not interchangeable services.

What ADHD coaching usually involves

ADHD coaching is generally practical and future-focused. A coach may help a person
identify a goal, break it into smaller actions and create routines around work, study,
household tasks or appointments. Sessions may include planning a week, reviewing
what interrupted a plan, setting up reminders or deciding how to begin a task that has
been avoided.

The work is often built around accountability. The person brings a real-life difficulty to
the session, such as managing competing deadlines or keeping track of family
commitments, and works with the coach on a workable next step. Coaching may also
include discussion of strengths, preferred ways of working and environmental
adjustments.

There is considerable variation in coaching qualifications, methods and scope. ADHD
coaching is not a regulated health profession under Australia’s National Registration and
Accreditation Scheme. This does not make every coaching service unsuitable, but it
does mean that a person should understand the coach’s training, experience,
boundaries and referral process before engaging them.

A coach does not provide a formal psychological assessment or diagnosis. Coaching is
also not a substitute for mental health care where anxiety, depression, trauma-related
concerns, significant sleep difficulties, substance use, safety concerns or intense
emotional distress are part of the picture.

What psychological therapy involves

Psychological therapy is provided by a registered psychologist within their scope of
practice. It may focus on the practical effects of ADHD, but it also creates space to
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understand the patterns around those difficulties. This can include emotional regulation,
self-criticism, avoidance, relationships, workplace stress, sleep, anxiety or low mood.

Sessions are not limited to discussing feelings. A psychologist may use structured
behavioural and cognitive-behavioural approaches, alongside practical planning and
skills development. The approach is selected in light of the person’s goals,
developmental history, current demands and any co-occurring mental health concerns.

For an adult diagnosed later in life, therapy may include making sense of a long history
of difficulties at school, work or home. It may also involve separating an ADHD-related
pattern from beliefs that developed around it, such as assuming that inconsistent
performance reflects laziness or lack of character. That is not about assigning blame. It
is about understanding the context in which habits and coping strategies developed.

Psychological therapy can also involve family or partner discussions where appropriate
and with consent. The aim is not to make every person use the same organisational
system. It is to build supports that take account of the person’s circumstances and the
people affected by daily routines.

ADHD coaching versus psychology therapy: the key
differences

The clearest difference is the scope of the work. Coaching commonly starts with a
defined goal and concentrates on implementation. Psychological therapy can include
implementation too, while also considering mental health, emotional patterns,
developmental experiences and the interaction between them.

A second difference is assessment. Coaching often accepts an existing understanding of
the problem and works forward from there. A psychologist may be involved before,
during or after a formal ADHD assessment. At that stage, the work may include
structured measures, a full developmental history, information about functioning across
settings and consideration of other explanations for the reported difficulties.
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The third difference is clinical responsibility. Registered psychologists work within
professional standards that include record keeping, confidentiality, informed consent,
risk assessment and referral when another service is required. Medical decisions remain
with a GP, paediatrician or psychiatrist. A prescriber may consider medical options as
one part of a broader care plan; a psychologist does not prescribe medication.

These distinctions do not mean a person must choose only one form of support forever.
A person may use psychological therapy to work through anxiety, emotional regulation
or adjustment after diagnosis, then decide that coaching is useful for a specific work or
study goal. Another person may find that therapy already provides enough structure for
practical planning. The fit depends on the purpose of support and the complexity of the
concerns involved.

When a psychological assessment should come first

Coaching can be premature when the underlying picture is unclear. Attention and
organisation difficulties can occur alongside many experiences, including anxiety, low
mood, poor sleep, concussion, learning difficulties, trauma-related concerns and major
life stress. A formal assessment does not simply involve completing an online checklist.

A psychologist conducting ADHD diagnostic support gathers information about
developmental history and current functioning. Depending on the referral question, this
may include clinical interviews, structured questionnaires, cognitive or learning
measures, school reports or input from a family member who can describe early
development. The information is considered alongside other possible explanations and
relevant co-occurring conditions.

For adults, this process can be particularly valuable when the difficulties have been
present for years but were never named, or when past labels have not fully explained
the pattern. For children and adolescents, assessment may also consider learning,
behaviour, social communication, emotional wellbeing and the demands of home and
school.
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An assessment does not require a person to have every answer before attending. Its
purpose is to clarify the clinical picture and guide next steps. Those next steps may
include psychological therapy, practical supports, school or workplace adjustments,
medical review with the relevant prescriber, or referral to another allied health
professional where indicated.

Choosing support for the current need

A practical way to distinguish the options is to consider the main task at hand. Coaching
may be relevant where the person has a clear diagnosis, is not seeking assessment or
mental health therapy, and wants structured support to apply a particular routine or
goal.

Psychological therapy may be more appropriate where daily organisation is tied up with
distress, avoidance, conflict, strong emotional reactions, sleep concerns or a history that
needs careful exploration. It may also be the better starting point when a person is
unsure whether ADHD is the full explanation for their difficulties.

There are occasions when a person has both needs. For example, therapy may focus on
the emotional and behavioural patterns that make a task difficult to start, while
coaching focuses on putting a study schedule into action. Clear communication between
services, with the person’s consent, helps avoid duplicated or conflicting advice.

It is also reasonable to ask any provider what their role includes and what sits outside it.
Useful practical questions cover qualifications, session structure, fees, cancellation
arrangements, confidentiality, experience working alongside psychologists and
prescribers, and how referral is handled if concerns extend beyond coaching.

Accessing psychological support in Melbourne and
by telehealth
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At Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic in Doncaster, registered psychologists provide ADHD
assessment and diagnostic support, as well as psychological therapy for the functional
and mental health difficulties that can accompany a neurodevelopmental diagnosis.
Appointments are available in person for metropolitan Melbourne and by Zoom
telehealth across Australia, where telehealth is clinically appropriate.

People may self-refer or attend with a referral from a GP, paediatrician, psychiatrist or
allied health professional. Medicare rebates may be available when a person has an
eligible referral and Mental Health Care Plan, and when the service meets current
Medicare requirements. Fees, referral requirements and appointment format are best
confirmed before booking, as they depend on the type of service required.

The most useful next step is not necessarily the service with the most appealing label. It
is the one that matches the person’s current needs, provides clear boundaries and
leaves room for coordinated care when more than one kind of support is needed.

For more information

Call (03) 9848 9100
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