
When black-and-white thinking isn’t a cognitive distortion

Binary, all-or-nothing thinking often isn’t “distorted” in the traditional sense for autistic people and ADHDers. 

It’s a function of how interest-based motivation, dopamine regulation, and task initiation work. How can you 

accommodate this reality rather than correct it? 

The Reframe

Let’s think about your brain as a legitimate system with two modes, immobile mode and hyperactive mode, and 

design support for both rather than trying to create a fantasy third “grey” mode that might not be accessible to 

you. 

What do you need in immobile mode? Instead of trying to override it by brute force, what if you created anchors 

(e.g. rituals, flexible rules) that make this mode feel more resourced, not shameful? 

When hyperactive mode and its high motivation hit, how can we prevent the scarcity mentality from tipping 

over into over-control and over-extension that might leave you exhausted and regretful? Might you be able to 

set up a “cap” or preset structure, like the “fatigue” setting in video games that keep you from overplaying? 

Strategies to design a binary-affirming lifestyle with the binary in mind

1. Binary activity menu

For each important domain, theme, or goal in your life (e.g. friendships, hobbies, career), create  two lists: 
one for ON days (hypermobile mode - high energy, motivation, and readiness) & one for OFF days (immobile 
mode - low energy, no drive) 

On each list, brainstorm pre-decided activity options that align with the mode you’re in and your values 
pertaining to who you want to be and where you want to go within that domain. 

Domain “On” days "Off” days

Movement
30 minute dance workout (up to 15 
minutes additional okay if I want to)

5 minutes of stretching in bed or walk to
the mailbox and back

Relationships Initiate a deep text conversation
Scroll through someone’s stories and
leave a like or small reply

Work
Do a “batch day” of emails or content
creation

Review existing to-do lists (not add to
them)

Finances
Categorize receipts or set up a budget
app

Move a very small amount into savings

Emotions
Journal or voice-note reflections or 
revisit therapy takeaways/agenda for 
next session

Do something grounding that doesn’t
require introspection, like using a fidget
or repeating a safe phrase



With this approach, you don’t have to see the grey, you just have to choose from the right column. 

2.  Context-Based Anchors

Instead of trying to generate consistent motivation or expecting it to spontaneously emerge just because you’d 

like it to, try tying tasks that move you toward certain goals to external conditions: 

“I only exercise on the days I have therapy.” 
“I read three pages of my book while microwaving food.” 
“I save lengthier tasks like writing for Saturdays because I know I spiral on unstructured weekends.” 

Creating systems like this works best for people who thrive on patterns and external scaffolds and replaces the 

need for internal consistency. 

3. Normalize Cyclical Rhythms

Reframe the absence of consistency as something natural, even expected, rather than as a deficit. Think about 

how you might track your energy and activity in chapters or streaks (e.g. “the week of walking,” “the rest month,” 

“the business set-up week”). It’s okay to validate your seasons of ebb and flow and decrease the pressure to 

“fix” anything. 

4. If-Then Planning

This strategy is not to develop motivation but to bring clarity to the question “What’s next?” 

If I see a message but can’t respond right away, then I’ll send a thumbs up or “will reply later.”
If I feel restless and it’s after 6pm, then I’ll walk around the block, not do a workout.”
If I open my laptop and feel frozen, then I will write one sentence or label one file before doing anything 
else.
If the dishwasher is clean but I can’t start putting things away, then I’ll just empty the top rack.

 Micro-rules like this can satisfy a craving for structure without triggering rigidity.


