
Navigating the Storm

A Neuro-Affirming Guide to Emotional Regulation, DESR, and RSD

Produced by The Blueprint: ADHD Support & Skills C.I.C.



Welcome to The Blueprint

Living with ADHD can often feel like you are navigating a world not built for your operating system. For too

long, the narrative around ADHD has focused exclusively on productivity, attention, and hyperactivity—

measuring our worth by our output. But at The Blueprint, we know that the most deeply felt struggle is

often the one no one else sees: the intense, rapid, and sometimes overwhelming storms of emotion.

We are a community built on the foundation of neurodiversity-affirming support. You are not broken. Your

brain simply processes the world, and the emotions within it, on a different frequency.

A Note on Self-Compassion: The greatest barrier to emotional regulation is

internalized shame. When you replace shame with self-compassion—recognizing that

your brain is wired differently and you are doing your best—you signal safety to your

nervous system. You cannot regulate your emotions by going to war with them. 

The Neurology of the Storm

Deficient Emotional Self-Regulation (DESR)

Dr. Russell Barkley coined the term Deficient Emotional Self-Regulation (DESR) to explain that emotional

dysregulation is a core, neurological component of ADHD. In an ADHD brain, the neural pathways

connecting the emotional engine to the logical brakes are underdeveloped. The brakes exist, but the

"brake fluid" (dopamine) is low.

THE DESR CYCLE

Emotional
Trigger

Missing
Neurological
Brakes

Intense
Outward
Reaction

Life & Social
Instability

2



Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria (RSD)

If DESR is the compromised braking system, Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria (RSD) is one specific,

incredibly painful crash that happens because the brakes don't work. For someone with RSD, emotional

pain registers as an intense, physical blow.

THE RSD SPIRAL
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HALTS: The Pre-Regulation Checklist

One of the core struggles of ADHD is poor interoception—the ability to perceive physical signals from the

body. You might not realize you are starving or exhausted until you are already having a meltdown. Before

using complex grounding techniques, check your basic biology using the HALTS checklist.

H
Hungry

Blood sugar drops obliterate the prefrontal cortex. You cannot regulate emotions without

glucose to power the logical brakes.

➜ Action: Eat protein or a fast-acting carb immediately.

A
Angry (or Anxious)

Are you carrying residual tension from something else that happened earlier today, and

projecting it onto this current moment?

➜ Action: Do 30 seconds of heavy physical exertion to discharge energy.

L
Lonely (or Under-stimulated)

The ADHD brain needs dopamine. Sometimes an emotional outburst is subconsciously the

brain's way of creating stimulation.

➜ Action: Connect with a safe person, or do a high-interest activity.

T
Tired

Sleep debt is kryptonite for executive function. If you slept poorly, your emotional brakes are

running completely on empty.

➜ Action: Lower your expectations for the day, rest, or step back.

S
Sensory Overload

Is the room bright? Clothes itchy? Background noise? Sensory overload fills your "stress cup"

until a single drop makes it overflow.

➜ Action: Put in earplugs, dim the lights, change into comfortable clothes.
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Practical Skills: Your Grounding Toolkit

Once you've checked HALTS, if an emotional spike still takes your logical brain offline, you must bypass it

and speak directly to your nervous system through your body.

Temperature Shock: Splash ice-cold water on your face to trigger the mammalian dive reflex,

activating your parasympathetic nervous system.

The Physiological Sigh: Take a deep breath in through your nose, take a second sharp inhale, and

exhale slowly with a sigh. Repeat 2-3 times.

Heavy Work (Proprioceptive Input): Push against a solid wall as hard as you can for 10 seconds, or

use a weighted blanket to anchor your nervous system.

Advocacy: Explaining Your Brain

Explaining your ADHD should not sound like making excuses; it should sound like providing an instruction

manual for your brain, while taking responsibility for your actions. Tailoring your explanation to the

relationship is key.

For Partners & Spouses

Intimate relationships take the brunt of emotional dysregulation. Focus on teamwork, reassurance, and

preventing resentment.

EXPLAINING AN RSD SPIRAL

"When I suddenly pull away or get defensive over something small, my brain's threat-detector is

misfiring. It convinces me that you are angry or falling out of love with me. It’s an RSD response. I

don't want to react this way, but the physical panic is real. If you can give me a quick 'we are okay'

signal, it helps me reset faster."

MANAGING ANGER/FRUSTRATION (DESR)

"Sometimes my frustration hits maximum volume instantly, and I know that is overwhelming to be

around. My neurological brakes just struggle to pause the reaction. When this happens, I am going

to ask for a 15-minute time-out to regulate my nervous system so I don't unfairly take it out on you."

• 

• 

• 
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For Family Members

Family dynamics often involve decades of entrenched narratives (e.g., "you've always been overly

sensitive"). Reframe this with biology.

REFRAMING "SENSITIVITY"

"I know growing up I seemed 'too sensitive' or 'dramatic'. I recently learned that because of my

ADHD, my brain physically lacks the dopamine required to filter emotions before I feel them. I am not

choosing to overreact; I am just experiencing things at a much higher volume without a mute button."

For Friends

Friendships can suffer from misunderstood social cues (delayed replies, canceled plans). Keep

explanations light but clear.

EXPLAINING REASSURANCE SEEKING

"If I ever double-text or seem paranoid that you're mad at me because you left me on read, please

don't take it personally. My ADHD comes with RSD, which basically means my brain invents

rejection where there isn't any. A quick 'just busy!' text helps my brain turn off the false alarm."
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For Employers & Managers

Keep things strictly professional. Focus on productivity, communication styles, and clear accommodations.

REQUESTING CLEAR FEEDBACK (RSD)

"I thrive on direct, constructive feedback. Ambiguity in communication can sometimes trigger a stress

response for me due to how I process information. If there are areas I need to improve, I appreciate

it when they are stated explicitly and tied to specific actions, rather than general observations."

For Colleagues & Teammates

Focus on daily interactions, meeting dynamics, and teamwork without oversharing medical details.

EXPLAINING INTENSE ENTHUSIASM/FRUSTRATION (DESR)

"I am really passionate about this project, and sometimes my processing style means I can come

across as overly intense or abrupt during brainstorms. Please know it's just my enthusiasm and

focus kicking in, not an attempt to talk over anyone. Feel free to jump in and pause me if we need to

pivot."

The Other Side of the Storm: Benefits of Support

Implementing the tools in this guide—from embracing self-compassion and checking HALTS to using fast-

acting grounding techniques and neuro-affirming communication—creates a profound shift in how you

experience the world. Moving from chronic survival mode to conscious regulation unlocks the true

strengths of your ADHD brain.

1. Authentic & Secure Relationships

When you stop masking your neurobiology and start communicating your needs (like asking for a

reality check or taking a DESR timeout), relationships transform. You no longer have to exhaust

yourself as a "people-pleaser." Your loved ones gain a clear instruction manual for your brain,

leading to reduced conflict, deeper empathy, and the end of the "walking on eggshells" dynamic.

2. Ending the Autistic / ADHD Burnout Cycle

Constantly fighting your own neurology requires a massive amount of energy. By utilizing the HALTS

method and honoring your sensory needs, you stop pouring from an empty cup. This proactive

approach prevents the severe burnout that comes from ignoring your physical baseline and forcing

neurotypical expectations onto a neurodivergent nervous system.
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3. Career & Financial Stability

Regaining your emotional brakes means regaining control of your impulses. You are far less likely to

make reactive, regretful decisions like rage-quitting a job during a temporary spike of frustration.

Furthermore, reducing emotional impulsivity directly decreases the "ADHD Tax"—the financial strain

caused by dopamine-seeking spending or abandoning hyper-fixated hobbies.

4. Reclaiming Your Identity & Confidence

Perhaps the most profound benefit of understanding DESR and RSD is the eradication of deep-

seated shame. When you separate your moral worth from your neurological symptoms, the inner

critic goes quiet. You stop viewing yourself as "broken" and instead step into your authentic identity,

fully capable of harnessing the passion, creativity, and intense empathy that are the hallmarks of the

ADHD Ferrari brain.

At The Blueprint, we stand with you. By understanding your unique neurobiology, checking your basic

needs, building practical skills, and extending yourself radical compassion, you can learn not just to

survive the storm, but to master it. 
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