
 

 

Linda Roggli: 

It's October 2020, and even in the midst of a crazy year, it's still ADHD awareness month. And we're still here with 
TADD Talks from ADDA, the Attention Deficit Disorder Association, nine minutes short, pithy soundbites on living 
with adult ADHD. Stay tuned, here it comes. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

Hi, my name is Mark Bertin. I'm a developmental pediatrician and also a teacher of mindfulness. And I've been 
asked to speak for around 10 minutes on the topic I'll be giving at the international conference this year, which is 
talking about ADHD, emotional regulation and mindfulness. And for a talk as short as this one, I think I'll focus 
mostly on laying out how ADHD and emotion relate, a little bit on managing emotions, and then offer a bit of a 
perspective that may be broader or different than many people have on how mindfulness might help with 
managing emotions and also hopefully make mindfulness accessible, because mindfulness isn't quite the cliche 
or the practice of being perfectly still that some people imagine it might be. So I'd like to just jump in, obviously not 
speaking for very long today, by talking about really how ADHD, first, how ADHD and emotions relate at all. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

Really a core concept and understanding ADHD at any age, hopefully, many of you listening are already familiar 
with this, is that the most practical way to understand ADHD is not as an attention or behavioral challenge 
specifically, but as a disorder that affects a much larger skillset related to self-management called executive 
function. And I think if you're living with ADHD, it's quite important that you have an understanding of executive 
function in a very practical way. It shouldn't feel like some obscure research term or a wonky scientific term. It 
really is the heart of managing and understanding ADHD. And executive function is like our brain manager. It's 
responsible for coordinating, supervising, planning, sort of keeping track of the whole big picture. And it includes, 
certainly, attention, and behavior. There's another really important part of it having to do with organization, 
planning, and time management, and then pretty much anything in life you can put the word management to often 
relates to executive function. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

So one of its roles is helping us manage our emotions. And that's a core life skill that develops gradually for most 
of us, but is a really important one, because, in the end, we experience emotions on and off all the time. Some of 
them are positive, some of them are challenging and we need to learn how to handle that moment in a way that is 
skillful. And when you see ADHD that way, when you see it as a disorder of executive function, that's probably the 
explanation for why at least half, some studies say more, of people with ADHD find that emotional reactivity, 
meaning there's sort of a intense reaction - it can be frustration, quitting, anger, tearing up - all these emotions 
take over in a disruptive way. And that type of emotional reactivity is part of the experience for many, many adults 
living with ADHD. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

And while this is an adult conference, I'm sure many of you are parents of kids with ADHD and find it a challenge 
at home too. I do think it also relates to the idea that ADHD is a stress-producing disorder. You know, if your life 
management skills are challenged, if doing routine things like your to-do list or keeping up with your schedule or 
just staying on top of whatever it is you're responsible for is more challenging than it should be, that also leads to 
chronic stress. Again, this comes back around to how the practice of mindfulness can be really helpful for anyone 
with ADHD, because in the end, you're not trying to have a still mind, you're trying to just manage your life more 
easily. And what happens when stress takes over is that obviously, that ramps up our emotions, too. We get more 
reactive because that's part of the stress response, which is to go into fight or flight mode. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

And we don't think as flexibly around problems when we're in stress mode, all of which just amplifies our stress 
even more. So since this is a core part of ADHD, it's important to acknowledge it and then to do things that might 
help you start managing your emotions differently, to start, help you get on top of your emotions. And what does it 
mean to manage our emotions? I think, you know, I think it's probably intuitive to most people, but it often doesn't 
feel that way in day to day life. So, you know, managing our emotions is that ability to experience them, 
acknowledge them, know that they're coming up. You know, it doesn't mean we think they're good. It doesn't think 
we, you know, we're happy that we're feeling sad. It doesn't mean we're, you know, not angry, but we need to 



 

 

notice our emotions with some sense of awareness that they're going on and then be able to modulate our 
behavior, to be able to choose what would be useful for us, what wouldn't be useful for us, what's appropriate for 
the situation. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

And all of that is a learned skill. And in day to day life, if we don't put some effort into it, quite often, the emotion 
and all the habitual behaviors we have tacked onto the emotion seem like they're exactly the same thing. It seems 
like they're inseparable, that we have, you know, every time we're angry, we do this, every time we're hungry, we 
do that, every time we're anxious, we do, you know, we think a certain way. All of which seems like they're just 
inevitably part of life and yet our emotions and how we relate to our emotions are two different things. So what 
goes into managing our emotions? Obviously, today is a quick overview of a lot of topics you can go off and 
explore in much more depth elsewhere. The starting point is just recognizing that we can't ignore emotions. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

It's sort of, I think many people feel like they were raised to ignore emotions or certain emotions aren't 
appropriate. But again, it's certain behaviors that aren't appropriate. The starting point for understanding emotion 
is that all emotions are there for a reason. There was a great kid's movie not that many years ago called Inside 
Out that personified all the emotions going on in a young girl's head. And, you know,  the core message, which 
was accurate, there was a psychologist who consulted on the movie, is that even negative emotions are there for 
a reason. You know, we have anger, we have fear as ways of protecting ourselves from things we need to protect 
ourselves from. You know, happiness in some way can be seen as what guides us towards things that we want to 
be doing more of in life. Even sadness, which is maybe the subtlest to understand, is really about, probably about 
signaling people around us that we need their support. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

So the beginning of managing emotions is recognizing that research shows, describing them in and of itself helps 
mitigate emotions. If we can label them, verbally express them, there's imaging studies showing that there's a less 
intense response to them. So just the ability to describe emotions is a starting point. There's even a little bit of 
research saying that the more expansive our emotional vocabulary is helps us experience our emotions in a more 
nuanced way. And all of this is a, you know, challenging large skillset. It's not going to be what I focus on too 
much today, I want to move over to mindfulness. But it is a recognition that those are skills we can develop in 
many, many different ways. We can just by being open to the exploration is a big start. Therapy clearly can have 
a big impact there. There's even, I mean, the research around emotion is all over the place. There's even some 
research saying that reading literature, you know, if we're reading literature and engaging ourselves, can help with 
our emotional awareness. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

However, for a TADD Talk, which only, we know, which is a concise talk, I'm going to have to leave that aside for 
the moment, just to recognize that is part of, you know, that's a big part of learning to manage emotions and focus 
for the last few minutes on mindfulness. Similarly for this more compact talk, what I'll do is I usually, mindfulness 
isn't really about the words, it's about the experience. So I usually lead practices, but instead of doing that today, 
I'll invite you to my website, which is developmentaldoctor.com, where there are free downloads of various - you 
can find links to free downloads of various mindfulness practices if you want to try out what I'm describing. The 
core starting point to understanding why mindfulness is even possible, if you have really anything in life, like 
people feel like, well, my mind's always busy or I'm just an emotional person, or I have ADHD, how I can focus. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

The really important starting point is reframing mindfulness as a whole. Mindfulness isn't about a totally still mind 
or being calm all the time. The real beginning premise of mindfulness, which is vital to understanding how it works 
with emotion, is that change and uncertainty and challenging things are gonna happen in life, which is common 
sense. But the second part of it is that we, you know, our ability to stay resilient is dependent on how we relate to 
that experience. Like how do we deal with the fact that things are uncertain or feel off? How do we deal with the 
fact that we're unhappy? How do we deal with the fact that there isn't an answer to a challenging situation? In 
essence, we want to practice surfing the waves of life instead of just getting knocked down by them all, because 
they're going to keep coming and we just need to manage that skillfully. 



 

 

 
Mark Bertin : 

So mindfulness means on one level, simply, well, there's three parts of this definition. But on one level, it simply 
means recognizing that our minds are all over the place. You know, when our minds go spinning off wherever 
they go, sometimes it doesn't have much of an impact. Quite often, it's an escalation. We're fearful of the future. 
We're regretting the past. We're ruminating. We’re being reactive. We're speaking without thinking in ways. And 
this is true for everybody with or without ADHD. You know, and remember, on autopilots and all those ways, we're 
not managing our lives as well as you might. So the textbook definition of mindfulness is living life with real-time, 
unbiased awareness, meaning we're seeing things with clarity, you know, we're accepting things. We're seeing 
them without our, you know, seeing through our biases, seeing through our assumptions and bringing to that a 
sense of understanding and compassion. Because if we just stare at our life under a microscope you know, that's 
really going to be exhausting and not so healthy, helpful too. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

So all of that, you know, can be teased apart into, you know, a way more in-depth practice than it may sound. You 
know, paying more attention to life in real-time is its own practice. So one aspect of mindfulness practice that can 
be really helpful is even if we're a distractible person, we can work on recognizing that there's value to bringing 
your attention back more often. So one of the practices - starting practice - is simply recognizing that our minds off 
somewhere else and we come back and if it doesn't happen that regularly, that's okay. You know, we just keep 
working on it because any moment we can give full attention to what's going on in front of us allows us to manage 
it more skillfully. And actually, there's some research saying that the more aware we are of our moment to 
moment experience probably increases our happiness as well. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

But for today's talk, I want to emphasize something slightly different, which is that really a lot of what's going on 
with mindfulness is that for those few minutes, we're choosing to sit with discomfort. We're actively working on our 
ability to be patient with what's ever going on for those four or five minutes. And that reframing is vital because, in 
the end, we're not trying to force ourselves to be relaxed. We're creating an opportunity. Because for those five 
minutes, for almost everybody, our minds are gonna be reactive, our minds are going to be caught up in how 
bored we are or how frustrated we are or a problem we have or our bodies are restless or something aches. And 
while on the one hand, we can always be intentional and take care of ourselves, like if we have to shift because 
our knees hurt so much, that's fine. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

But on the other hand, it's a serious opportunity to work with that sense of discomfort. For these next five minutes, 
unless something urgent comes up, I'm going to observe my mental restlessness. I'm going to observe that itch. 
I'm going to observe the problem solving, and I'm going to see if it's possible to just keep coming back to where I 
choose to focus instead. So maybe it's on the breath. Maybe it's on your feet on the floor. You know, those points 
we choose to give awareness to, if you've never done it before, are usually physical sensations in the body and 
that's not done in any artificial way. It's simply because those points of attention are always available, and if you're 
paying attention to your body, you're almost certainly not often in, you know, fantasy or rumination again. So as 
best as we're able, with a sense of patience, because we can't make anything happen, we can’t force it. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

We can practice for a few minutes, what is it like just sitting with the discomfort, sitting with the emotion, sitting 
with the challenge, whatever it is. And over time that increases our ability on multiple levels - and I'm going to 
have to wrap up soon for today, I think I'm already over time - to be aware of our emotional experience as it 
happens and to nuance it. You know, our emotional experience has multiple parts. There's often a physical sense 
of an emotion, you know, meaning like we feel it in our belly or our palms get damp or a face gets tight. And that 
may seem trivial for a quick talk like today. But again, there's research suggesting that being aware of our emotion 
in our body allows us to manage our emotions differently. It may allow us to be aware of our emotions before they 
take over in essence, and they're much easier to manage them. 

 
Mark Bertin : 



 

 

There's a study done of a sort of experts on stress management that showed that one of the things experts do is 
they just catch the stress sooner. It's not that they're better at managing it once they're all freaked out, it's that 
they catch the stress sooner and tone it down before it's taken over and, you know, in a game or whatever 
situation they're managing. And then there is a second aspect to emotion, which has to do with this sort of 
thoughts that we spin off into, and we can recognize that's different too. You know, that I'm feeling anxious and, 
you know, I'm escalating my anxiety because I'm both anxious and worried about 10 years from now and 
regretting that I didn't do that thing six months ago. And then we can begin to practice noticing those thoughts and 
letting go of them a little bit and coming back more often. 

 

Mark Bertin : 

And then of course, if we're developing mindful awareness, which is just a more full awareness of our moment to 
moment experience, that inherently includes the ability to notice this is the emotion I'm experiencing now, and to 
maybe give it a label, and maybe to nuance it into parts. And all of those different things allow us to see our 
emotions more fully. And if we can see and acknowledge them more fully, as frustrating as it sometimes can feel 
it to have to take a longstanding view on things - it's almost like training for a marathon if you've never run before - 
we can begin to get a different handle on our emotions through this consistent practice of mindfulness, you know, 
recognizing that we're going to be imperfect, that there's going to be challenges, but that it is profoundly possible 
for anybody to choose to work on and to steer themselves in a healthier direction around almost any part of their 
mental life. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

And again, it's not your fault that things are as they are. You know, it's not that you are a blank slate where you 
can just change everything at will, but you can begin to examine, you know, what's a core part of your experience 
what's happening with that sense of open awareness and then look at what you'd like to be practicing for yourself 
and what traits you'd like to be building for yourself so that you can make active steps towards living, you know, in 
your emotional world as skillfully as you're capable. So again, that's a relatively quick overview and mindfulness is 
always about the experience. So I'd encourage any of you who are curious about any of that to go start trying it, to 
practice mindfulness for a while, set aside your short term expectations, set a longer-term goal of over time, 
seeing if something might shift. 

 
Mark Bertin : 

There are, like I mentioned, free practices linked through my website, developmentaldoctor.com. And I think I'll 
end with a quote from James Baldwin, which I think is a particularly apt one, both in terms of managing emotions, 
which I don't think is what he meant at all. And of course, during this point of time in society as well. So the quote 
is, "Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it's faced." And to bring that 
into ourselves for a moment, you know, that clearly means if we're going to manage our emotional world 
differently, we need to be aware of our emotions as they're happening and bring to that sense of awareness a 
sense of compassion for ourselves. Emotions can be challenging, but also a sense of patience and space so that 
we can choose to manage them as skillfully as possible whenever we're able. So thank you for your time and 
attention. I hope that was useful to you, and hopefully, I'll see many of you in person next year at the international 
ADHD conference. Take care. 

 
Linda Roggli: 

Okay, that's today's ADHD wisdom. Much more to come. And why not join us for the virtual 2020 international 
ADHD conference coming up in November? Details at add.org. And while you're at it, why not join ADDA? It's a 
great investment in your ADHD life. 


