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"I Don't Have ADHD."

A Parent's Guide to Supporting a Teen Who Rejects Their Diagnosis

If your teen insists they don't have ADHD, you are not alone. Research confirms that diagnosis resistance is common among
adolescents, and for good reason: adolescence is precisely when identity formation is most intense, peer acceptance matters
most, and the fear of being labeled different or broken is at its peak. For teens in Black and Latino communities, these pressures
are compounded by real and well-documented stigma around mental health, cultural mistrust of medical systems, and the weight
of messages that tell them their struggles are a discipline problem, not a brain difference. Your teen's resistance is not defiance. It
is a signal that they need to be understood before they can be helped. This guide offers strategies grounded in evidence to help

you walk alongside them.

WHY TEENS RESIST THE DIAGNOSIS

Understanding the why behind resistance is the foundation of an
effective response. Research identifies several common drivers:

« |ldentity threat.
Adolescence is a critical window for identity formation. A
diagnosis that feels defining or permanent can feel like a
threat to who they are becoming, not a tool to help them
thrive.

 Fear of stigma.
Studies confirm that ADHD-related stigma is real and felt
acutely by teens, particularly males. In BIPOC communities,
where mental health stigma intersects with racial and cultural
pressures, this fear is often amplified.

e Loss of control.
Being told what is ‘wrong' with them, and then told to take
medication about it, can feel like adults making decisions
about their life without them. Teens who feel unheard are far
less likely to cooperate.

* Misunderstanding what ADHD actually is.
Many teens carry inaccurate beliefs about ADHD: that it
means they are lazy, stupid, or broken. These myths must be
gently dismantled with accurate, age-appropriate information.

WHAT THE RESEARCH TELLS US ABOUT
APPROACH

Studies on adolescent ADHD consistently show that
autonomy-supportive parenting produces significantly better
outcomes than controlling approaches. When parents support a
teen's need for agency and voice, teens show greater
perseverance, motivation, and treatment engagement. Pushing
harder rarely works. Creating safety for honest conversation
does.

Research also shows that adolescents are more likely to accept
a diagnosis over time when they experience social inclusion,
feel their perspective is respected, and are given ownership over
decisions about their own care.

STRATEGIES FOR PARENTS
* Lead with curiosity, not correction.

Ask what they think ADHD means before correcting them. Their
answer will reveal the specific myths or fears you need to
address.

* Separate the label from the experience.

You do not have to fight about the word ADHD. You can say:
'You don't have to call it anything. But I've noticed you seem
exhausted trying to keep up. Can we talk about that?' Meeting
them in their experience is more powerful than winning a
debate.

e Share information without pressure.

Leave behind a book, article, or video about ADHD that
resonates with their interests or features someone who looks
like them. Representation matters.

* Acknowledge the stigma directly.

Do not dismiss their concerns about being labeled. Say: 'l hear
you. There is real stigma around this. And | also don't want you
to carry a harder load than you have to.'

* Give them a voice in the process.

Include your teen in conversations with their provider. Let them
ask their own questions. A teen who feels heard is far more
likely to engage with care.

 Stay patient and consistent.

Acceptance is rarely a single moment. It is a gradual process.
Your consistent presence and unconditional support matter
more than winning the argument today.

CONVERSATION STARTERS YOU CAN USE

 "I'm not trying to put a label on you. I'm trying to understand
what's making things so hard."

« "What do you think ADHD means? | want to know what you've
heard."



* "You don't have to agree with me. Can you just come to one
appointment so we can all talk together?"

« "l know some people have said things that felt unfair or like
they didn't understand you. | don't want to be that person."

ADHD Runs in Families. Your Teen Is Not Alone in This.

* "A lot of people we respect have ADHD. It doesn't mean
anything is wrong with who you are."

« "What would help you feel less alone in this? | really want to
know."

ADHD is one of the most heritable conditions known, with research consistently estimating heritability at 70 to 80%. If your teen has
ADHD, there is a strong chance someone else in the family tree does too, even if no one was ever diagnosed. In fact, it is very
common for parents to recognize themselves in their child's diagnosis for the first time. A light bulb comes on. Suddenly the

struggles that never had a name make sense.

If that resonates with you, that shared experience can be one of the most powerful bridges to your teen feeling less alone. You do
not need to have all the answers. Simply saying 'l think | might understand this more than you know' can open a door that no

amount of persuasion can.

Involve the Provider Early. Medication and treatment
decisions should always include your teen's prescribing
provider. Ask for an appointment where your teen can ask their
own questions directly. A clinician who is culturally competent
and listens to the teen, not just the parent, can be
transformative. If your current provider does not make space for
your teen's voice, it is reasonable to seek another.

You Are Not Alone. Many parents in faith communities and
communities of color carry extra layers of complexity around this
conversation. If faith is part of your life, your community can be a
source of strength as you navigate this. And if you need support
yourself, reaching out is not a sign of failure. It is good parenting.

RESOURCES FOR FAMILIES

988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline

Call or text 988 | Chat: 988lifeline.org | Free, confidential, 24/7
If your teen expresses hopelessness or thoughts of self-harm,
please reach out immediately.

CHADD (Children and Adults with ADHD)
www.chadd.org | National Resource Center on ADHD
Evidence-based information on ADHD for families, teens, and
educators.

NAMI HelpLine

Call 800-950-6264 or text 'NAMI' to 62640 | nami.org

M-F 10 a.m.-10 p.m. ET. Peer support and resource referrals for
families. Not a crisis line.

The Society for ADHD and Co-Occurring Conditions
www.societyforadhd.org | info@societyforadhd.org
Resources, education, and community for neurodivergent
individuals and the families who support them.

The Society for ADHD and Co-Occurring Conditions is the only ADHD organization in the United States with a dedicated focus on the faith
community. We are a faith-informed, community-rooted secular nonprofit providing science-backed resources, education, and community for
neurodivergent individuals and the families, faith communities, and professionals who support them.
www.societyforadhd.org | info@societyforadhd.org



