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FOr courPLes wHere one oF YOU Has ADHD

THE RSD
CYCLE MAP

Rejection-sensitive dysphoria (RSD) does not run as a solo problem. When one partner has
ADHD, RSD plays out between two people, and the cycle can run on its own regardless of
what either of you wants. This is a shared vocabulary so you can spot it together.

THREE THINGS TO KNOW FIRST
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FasT NOT cHOSen BeTween vyou

The pain of RSD usually arrives in under  This is not weaponized sensitivity or a RSD plays out more between two

a second, before conscious thought has  character flaw — it is a nervous-system people than it does inside one, so
time to catch up, which is why response common in ADHD that both naming the cycle as ours (rather than
cognitive strategies like 'just think partners can learn to see, name, and yours) is what shifts it from a fight
about it differently’ do not land in the hold together instead of taking about who is the problem to a shared
moment when the wave is already personally. attention on the pattern itself.
breaking.

THE CYCLE IN FOUR PHASES

The cycle usually runs in this order. Read it together, name where you tend to enter it, and where you tend to exit.

1 2 3 4

THe TrigGcer THe ResPoONse THe EDIT THe

A small coomment, a pause, The ADHD partner's The non-ADHD partner SEREIFmErIEn

a pointed silence, or a tone system floods, and the starts being careful, The ADHD partner senses
shift lands sideways — reaction comes out softening tone, avoiding the carefulness and reads
often something a disproportionate to what topics, and walking on it as proof that the original
neurotypical brain would just happened, which eggshells to keep the fear was accurate ('l really
barely register, but that usually surprises both peace and to try to prevent am too much’), and the
hits the ADHD nervous partners once the wave the next flood. fear then becomes the
system like a full alarm. has passed. lived experience of the

relationship.

ReabD THIS ToGeTHer, ouT LoubD

“A comment lands sideways, and my system floods before | have a chance to think it through. You feel the wave
and start being careful, and your carefulness lands as proof that | really am too much. Neither of us chose this,
both of us maintain it without meaning to, and we are on the same side against the cycle rather than against
each other.”
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HOW THE CYCLE SOUNDS IN REAL LIFE

A COMPOSITe sCcenario

You are three months into a pattern where every casual comment about the dishes has been landing like a personal
indictment, and here is what one Tuesday evening looks like inside your own head.

ParTner: “Didyou forget to run the dishwasher?”

Your chest hits before your brain has any chance to catch up, and underneath the question you hear something
more like “you are incompetent, and | am losing patience with you,” even though nobody actually said that.
Within ten seconds you have escalated to “l can never do anything right around you" and you have already left
the room, while your partner is standing in the kitchen having asked a five-word question about a dishwasher.
This cycle has run some version of itself thirty times before.

This time, you come back after twenty-five minutes and try the re-approach the two of you agreed to when
things were calm.

you: “Iwasinawave. Can you tell me what you actually meant?”
ParTner: ‘I meantifyou didn't runit, I'll run it now.”

Your body finally lets go of the story that had been running for months. The cycle itself did not stop existing that
night, but this one time it did not get to run the relationship — and over enough repetitions, that adds up to the
cycle keeping existing but no longer shaping who the two of you are to each other.

SET UP THE PAUSE BEFORE THE NEXT WAVE

The pause tool only works when it is pre-agreed. Trying to invent it in the middle of a wave is exactly how couples lose it
before it can help. Set these four things when you are both regulated.

sSiIGhatut worb

Choose one phrase either of you can say without
explanation, and pre-agree that saying it means we pause
immediately, without debating in the moment whether the
RSD is 'actually' happening or whether the topic 'really"
warrants a break.

“I'min a wave.” - “Pause please.” - “Red flag.” - A nonverbal
signal you both know and use the same way.

wHere vyou Go

Take a nervous-system break in separate physical space,
ideally somewhere that actively changes your body state
(movement, water, cold air, music), rather than staying in
the same room and calling it a pause while the tension
quietly stays in the air.

A walk around the block. Different room with the door shut.
Hot shower. Coffee run. Headphones on with music.

cINFoO@emMmymenTaLcLIimB.COM

TiIMme Bounbary

Set a timer for 20 to 30 minutes minimum, come back
when it goes off even if things still feel edgy, and if you need
more time say so out loud rather than silently extending —
an unannounced extension lands as abandonment and
often starts the cycle over from scratch.

“Timer is set for 25 minutes, and I'll be back then.” - “I need
another 15 — is that OK?”

HOW YOU CcOoOme BacCK

Use a pre-agreed soft phrase to signal you are re-
approaching, and treat that phrase as the invitation to
reconnect rather than as an opening line for re-litigating
whatever triggered the wave in the first place.

“I'm ready to try again.” - “I'm back, can we?" - “Let's re-
approach when you have a minute.”
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THE RE-APPROACH AFTER THE PAUSE

Coming back is a specific three-step re-entry, not a re-litigation of what triggered the wave. Each partner has a role.

1 Name THe wave, NOT THe TricGger

Saying 'l was in an RSD wave' is more honest and more useful than 'you shouldn't have said that, because the wave is the
thing to name first — the trigger itself can be discussed once both nervous systems have actually settled.

“That reaction was bigger than the thing that started it, “I saw you get flooded, and I'm not going to try to argue
and | think that was an RSD wave, not a response to what the content while you're stillf coming back — are you back
you actually said.” with me yet?”

2 ASK WHaAT was MmeanT

RSD tends to supply a meaning that was not actually there, so checking what your partner meant out loud is what
dissolves the confirmation phase before it hardens into a story the relationship has to live with.

“When you said X, what | heard was Y, and | want to check “What | actually meant was Z, which is different from what
that against what you actually meant before | go any you heard — does that land differently now that /'ve said it
further with it.” plainly?”

3 RePalr THe EDIT

The non-ADHD partner naming the eggshells out loud is what closes the loop, because otherwise the ADHD partner is
left to infer the eggshells alone, and inferring silence is exactly what RSD does worst.

“Thank you for naming that you were walking on eggshells “I've noticed I've been softening around this topic all week,
— not knowing whether | was imagining it was making it and | want to name it so you're not left to infer it and fill in
worse in my head.” the reason yourself.”

WHAT EACH PARTNER BRINGS BACK

The cycle changes when each partner has one job. Not fixing the other person — noticing your own move in the cycle and
doing it differently.

THe ParTher WITH ADHD THe NOh-ADHD ParTher

« Notice the wave as it starts, because even a small « Notice the edit — the specific moment you catch yourself
amount of space between the wave arriving and the softening tone past what feels honest, or avoiding a topic
reaction leaving your mouth is enough to change what to keep the peace — so you can name it before it
happens next. accumulates into a pattern.

« Practice saying “l am in a wave"” out loud without waiting « When you see the pattern take hold, name it as RSD (not
for the reaction to prove it first, so the language becomes as your partner's character), because the same behavior
automatic before the escalation does. in those two different frames puts the two of you in two

« When the wave is already breaking and the pause is not very different rooms.
yet available, DBT's TIPP skills (cold water on the face, o Say the pre-agreed phrase early rather than waiting until
thirty seconds of intense movement, or paced breathing you are already frustrated, because frustration is exactly
with an exhale twice as long as the inhale) can shorten the state in which most couples lose the pause tool right
the physiological wave itself and buy you space. when they need it.

« Give yourself grief and self-compassion for the years of
waves that ran before either of you had any framework
for what was happening. Living inside a pattern you
could not describe produced its own loss, and processing
that loss belongs alongside building the practical
protocol, not after it.

The cycle will run again, and that is not evidence that the work isn't working — it's evidence that the pattern is well-
practiced, and unlearning it takes reps rather than a single decision. Even one instance of naming the cycle out loud
together while it is happening changes how the cycle can hold you afterward, because the pattern loses some of its
grip the moment it stops being invisible. Some couples find that the wave itself softens with certain ADHD
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