The Invisible
Topography

Decoding the Neurodivergent
Nervous System: From Overwhelm
to Self-Acceptance

A Curated Visual Document on ADHD,
Autism, and Lived Experience
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The Spiky Profile

Neurodiversity means variations in
brain function are normal.

Autistic and ADHD individuals pos-
sess spiky profiles where immense
strengths coexist alongside signifi-
cant sensory and executive gaps.

This explains why someone can
easily master complex systems but
find the sensory chaos of a grocery
store entirely debilitating.
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The Topography of the Nervous System

 Parasympathetic
Nervous System
The Brakes: Drives ‘Rest

and Digest’, recovery, and
feelings of safety.

Sympathetic -
Nervous System

The Accelerator: Drives ‘Fight
or Flight’, high alertness, and
survival activation.

For neurodivergent adults, existing in a world not built for their sensory needs means
the Sympathetic system is chronically engaged. It is not a behavioral choice; it is a
physiological survival response to persistent environmental friction.

i /B Gemini Notebook



Hyperarousal: Fight/Flight,
Anxiety, Snapping, Meltdowns,

r \ Heightened Threat. A

Typical Window of Tolerance

Neurodivergent vindow

Narrowed by chronic stress)
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e e s ) o~ O\ -~/ Numbness, Foggy Thinking, Paralysis.
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Because the neurodivergent window is often narrower, minor daily inputs—like
unexpected transitions, fluorescent lights, or ambiguous social cues—rapidly push
the nervous system out of the optimal zone and into survival states.
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Clinical Anxiety Sensory Threat Response -

Root: Cognitive Root: Physiological

Driver: Poor system integration (e.g.,
vestibular or proprioceptive alarm).

Driver: Fear of the future or social
judgment.

Example: “My brain does not know
where my body is in space.Iamin a
panic to stay alive.”

Example: “I am worried I will fail
this presentation.”

Intervention: Cognitive Behavioral

Therapy (CBT), reframing thoughts. Intervention: Somatic safety,

sensory nourishment, reducing
environmental clutter.

Synthesis: What looks like vigilance or an anxiety disorder is often the lower brain

frantically signaling that the body is fundamentally unsafe in its physical environment.



Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria (RSD): An autonomic nervous system overreaction
to real or perceived criticism, triggering physical pain and extreme mood shifts.

Internalized RSD Externalized RSD

(The Shame Spiral) (The Flash of Rage)
Manifests as sudden depressive Manifests as aggressive
outbursts,

crashes, intense
people-pleasing, perfectionism,
and impostor syndrome.

snapping, or defensive rage
(often misdiagnosed as bipolar
or borderline personality).

RSD is the product of living as a neurodivergent person in a world that constantly critiques
your natural way of being. It is the trauma of a thousand little paper cuts a day.
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Executive & A Emotional
Sensory Profile | Dysregulation

ADHD traits, working | RSD, chronic
memory strain, | people-pleasing,
sensory overload and masking

Hormonal [
Fluctuations | T_he Mldllﬁ-:-_
Estrogen drops, | Tipping Point

perimenopause, and
cycle irregularity

The Female ADHD Puzzle: When estrogen violently fluctuates during perimenopause, it strips away the coping
mechanisms a neurodivergent woman has relied on for decades, severely amplifying sensory sensitivities and RSD.
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Masking to

Environmental

Mismatch: The Survive:
world demands Suppressing
neurotypical natural traits to
behavior. appear
acceptable.

Internalized
Gaslighting &

Cognitive Load:

Shame: Manually
“Why can't | just processing
social/sensory

Unseen

Meltdown/ Cognitive Load:

Shutdown:

The nervous I\r-:ir:;lilg
system breaks pri ' g
down. social/sensory
data.

The Cycle of Masking: Masking is not a quirky personality trait; it is a trauma
response designed to secure psychological safety. Over time, this chronic
suppression fractures intimacy and depletes the nervous system.
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Advocacy Note: Because traits overlap, neurodivergent individuals are often misdiagnosed. |

i Néﬁrédivergent Burnout vs. PANS / PANDAS: A Diagnostic Matrix

Neurodivergent Burnout PANS / PANDAS
Trigger: Demands of life exceeding a Trigger: Autoimmune response typically
Person’s resources. triggered by an infection (e.qg., Streptococcal)
Presentation: Chronic exhaustion, loss of Presentation: Sudden, dramatic onset of
skills (speech, memory, coping), heightened | OCD, tics, eating/toileting difficulties,
sensory sensitivity, increased need to stim. | alongside executive functioning loss.

A7
PANS/PANDAS requires immediate medical intervention for infection, whereas burnout /
requires radical rest. Understanding a person’s baseline spiky profile is essential. ;.
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The Myth: The Reality: —
Hacking ADHD Interoception & Rest

e Just use a planner.
e Push through it.
e Scroll on your phone to take a break.

e True rest is not scrolling (which taxes
the brain); it is dropping into the body.

Neurodivergent brains struggle with

Interoception—reading what the body
actually needs (food, sleep, quiet)
before hitting the red zone.

N 4 Everyday tasks like form-filling demand
high automaticity, which is neurologically
exhausting for ND brains.
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Productivity for the neurodivergent brain is
not about doing more; it is about creating
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The Regulatlon SW1tchb0ard
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Tam Reduce Demands Sensory Nourishment = Somatic Circuit Breakers Cycle Tracking

I/ /" \\\ Shifttointerest-based Add safe stims (weighted Use EFT Tapping to calm Predict days where RSD

'/ \ ||\ motivation. Create a blankets) and remove the amygdala. Map the or sensory threat will be

/ | | | judgment-free household. sensory clutter. nervous system. highest.
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\\ . ( Regulation is not a single dial you turn to “calm.” It is a dynamic daily adjustment

a‘x\\ s of multlple sllders to keep your unique system within its window of tolerance.
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Radical Se ;

A diagnosis does not give you a n oJf:
It gives you the blueprint to the one you have.

1. You are not a failed
neurotypical.
Your traits are not defects; they

are a unique operating system
requiring the right context.

2. Listen to the
Snapping.
Irritability and burnout are not

character flaws—they are your
nervous system begging for safety.
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Stop searching for a scaled
solution. Embrace the beautiful,

complex reality of your spiky profile.

Co-regulation starts with you. When you offer your nervous system
attunement instead of shame, everything changes.
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