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Abstract
Developer Experience (DevEx) frames software development around
three dimensions: flow state, cognitive load, and feedback loops.
Existing research often treats developers as cognitively homoge-
neous, leaving unclear how these dimensions are experienced by
developers with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).
We address this gap through a reflexive thematic analysis of 241
comments from r/ADHD_Programmers, a peer-support community
offering rich accounts of daily software work. Our findings recast
each dimension: flow is less a state developers enter than a frag-
ile resource they must protect, through an ambivalent hyperfocus
sustained only with team support; cognitive load is driven less by
task complexity than by the gap between demand and available
executive capacity, where unclear requirements trigger executive
paralysis rather than merely slowing work; and feedback loops act
as external supports for attention and memory, where reliability
and persistence matter as much as speed. Together, these suggest
the DevEx dimensions remain useful but are linked by a shared
executive-function base, pointing to ADHD developers’ strategies
as candidate process improvements for the broader developer pop-
ulation, not only individual accommodations.
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1 Introduction
Developer experience (DevEx) treats software development as an
intellectual activity that depends on both thought and motivation,
offering a lens for analyzing and improving project environments
as perceived by developers [19]. Building on this subjective fram-
ing, Noda et al. [34] operationalized the concept through three
dimensions: feedback loops, cognitive load, and flow state. These
dimensions aim to optimize the timeliness of development signals,
reduce mental effort, and foster conditions for immersive, produc-
tive focus.

However, most DevEx literature treats the developer as a largely
homogeneous cognitive subject, assuming stable attention, pre-
dictable working memory, and effort regulation that responds lin-
early to environmental adjustments. This implicit neurotypical
baseline becomes consequential given that up to 20% of the pop-
ulation is estimated to be neurodivergent [16], and that the 2024
Stack Overflow Developer Survey reports 10.27% of respondents
with a concentration and/or memory disorder such as Attention-
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) [45]. ADHD, in particular,
is associated with persistent differences in attention regulation,
working memory, and executive functioning [1, 5, 15], precisely
the capacities that the three DevEx dimensions presuppose.

Software engineering research has begun to explore this space.
Studies have documented challenges related to attention, time man-
agement, communication, and task alignment, as well as strengths
such as creativity and hyperfocus under supportive conditions [33].
Complementary research has shown how these experiences emerge
from the interaction between executive-function differences, social
dynamics, and organizational structures, highlighting the role of
both personal strategies and workplace adaptations [22, 27]. Collec-
tively, these findings suggest that the experience of developers with
ADHD is shaped by the interplay between individual regulation
and socio-technical context. However, these studies organize find-
ings around challenges, strengths, or adaptations, often at the level
of tasks, practices, or coping strategies, rather than the broader
experience of software work itself.

What remains less understood, then, is whether the three dimen-
sions of DevEx [34] remain operative for ADHD developers, and
how their content is amplified or reshaped when the underlying
cognitive infrastructure is variable. In particular, these dimensions
have largely been framed assuming relatively stable patterns of
attention and effort regulation. When these assumptions do not
consistently hold, it becomes less clear how such dimensions are
experienced in practice, and whether they capture the dynamics of
software work in the same way.

To address this gap, this study investigates how ADHD devel-
opers perceive and navigate the three core dimensions of DevEx
in everyday software work. We conducted a thematic analysis [8]
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of 241 comments from r/ADHD_Programmers, a Reddit commu-
nity where programmers with ADHD exchange experiences. The
comments were coded to identify recurring patterns and then in-
terpreted in relation to the three DevEx dimensions. Our findings
suggest that the structure of DevEx remains operative for ADHD
developers, but the content of each dimension is amplified and re-
shaped by executive-function demands: flow appears as a state to be
defended against competing attentional demands rather than only
entered; cognitive load is regulated less by reducing task complexity
than by externalizing executive effort onto artifacts and rhythms;
and feedback loops act not only as latency-reducing technical mech-
anisms but as external regulators of attention. By organizing em-
pirical accounts within DevEx dimensions and connecting them to
executive-function patterns, this study offers an initial articulation
that allows evidence on ADHD developers to be interpreted within
a framework that already informs industry decisions about how
software work is designed.

2 Background and Related Work
2.1 Developer Experience
Developer Experience (DevEx) treats software development as an
intellectual and affective activity shaped by cognition, motivation,
emotion, and intentional action [19]. It frames development expe-
rience not as productivity or tool performance alone, but as the
interaction between developers, tasks, tools, processes, and work
context, operationalized through three interacting dimensions: feed-
back loops, cognitive load, and flow state [34]:

• Flow state refers to a condition of sustained and purposeful
engagement in which developers can remain focused on a
task without avoidable disruption.

• Feedback loops refer to how quickly and clearly develop-
ers receive signals about whether their work is progressing
correctly, including signals from builds, tests, code reviews,
stakeholders, and teammates.

• Cognitive load refers to the amount of information de-
velopers must hold, interpret, and coordinate while work-
ing, which can be affected by unclear requirements, context
switching, tool friction, and fragmented communication.

These dimensions are often interdependent: delayed feedback or
high cognitive load can impede flow, while streamlined feedback
and clear goals may facilitate deep work [20]. Yet most DevEx
research has examined developers without differentiating cognitive
profiles [29, 36, 46], a limitation for work experiences shaped by
variation in attention, memory, and regulation [45].

2.2 Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder
Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is defined by per-
sistent patterns of inattention and impulsivity that affect executive
control and motivation [1]. Beyond diagnostic symptoms, it is de-
scribed as a cognitive and regulatory profile marked by differences
in executive control, motivation, and reward processing [41]. These
differences are often framed through Executive Functions (EF):
Brown [10] organizes executive functioning into six clusters that
connect ADHD-related mechanisms to observable work patterns:

• (1) Activation: planning and starting tasks (organizing, pri-
oritizing, estimating duration, initiating), often linked to
procrastination or trouble beginning tasks that do not seem
immediately interesting or urgent;

• (2) Focus: maintaining and redirecting attention amid dis-
tractions, ranging from easy distractibility to hyperfocus,
where attention becomes too intense to switch away from;

• (3) Effort: sustaining mental energy, alertness, and a consis-
tentwork pace, with difficulties in repetitive or low-stimulation
activities and fluctuating productivity over time;

• (4) Emotion: managing frustration and sensitivity to feed-
back or criticism, where strong emotional responses may
temporarily interferewith concentration and decision-making;

• (5) Memory: holding and using information while work-
ing, with difficulties such as forgetting steps, losing track
during discussions, or connecting new information to prior
knowledge;

• (6) Action: monitoring and adjusting behavior in real time,
including inhibiting impulsive reactions and adapting actions
to the situation or environment.

ADHD is also context-sensitive: engagement can be high when
tasks are urgent or novel, yet friction rises in environments with
frequent interruptions or low structure [26, 43]. This sensitivity
is relevant to software engineering, which requires sustained fo-
cus, working memory, and problem decomposition [3, 44]. Conse-
quently, the DevEx dimensions of flow, load, and feedback provide
a framework for examining how software work environments in-
teract with an ADHD cognitive profile.

3 Research Method
This section presents our research strategy, covering the research
questions, data collection and selection procedures, and the qual-
itative analysis, with an emphasis on methodological rigor and
transparency.

3.1 Research Questions
To investigate how the core dimensions of Developer Experience [34]
are perceived by developers with ADHD, we propose the following
research questions (RQs):

• RQ1. Under what personal, task, and team conditions
do ADHD developers enter, sustain, or lose flow dur-
ing development? This question aims to characterize the
dynamics of the flow state in this population.

• RQ2. What sources of cognitive load arise across tools,
processes, and coordination, and which conditions mit-
igate or intensify this load?This questionmaps the sources
of mental effort that ADHD developers describe as particu-
larly tough in daily work.

• RQ3. What properties of feedback loops do ADHD de-
velopers report in everyday work, and with what ef-
fects on attention regulation and task progress? This
question investigates how the quality of these loops influ-
ences attention regulation and the continuity of task execu-
tion.
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3.2 Data Collection
To address our Research Questions we employed thematic analysis
(TA) following Braun and Clarke’s[8] six-phase framework, an
approach well-suited for interpreting rich, naturalistic qualitative
data from online communities. We analyzed public discussions
from r/ADHD_Programmers, the largest open forum dedicated to
ADHD programmers (≈ 82, 000 members, ≈ 27, 000 weekly visitors
as of August 2025), to understand the lived experiences of ADHD
developers.

We chose it because long-form, threaded discussions and pseudony-
mous participation create a safe space for candid disclosure about
neurodiversity [32, 40]. Unlike Stack Exchange and similar Q&A
platforms [12, 42], the subreddit is oriented toward peer support,
where practitioners share opinions, feelings, and everyday chal-
lenges more openly, yielding rich, real-world evidence.

We collected datawith the Python Reddit APIWrapper (PRAW) [6]
under authenticated read-only access, complyingwith Reddit’s Data
API and Public Content policies [37, 38]. From the “Top/All” listing
for the first half of 2025, we retrieved each post’s full thread (all
comments and replies) using replace_more(limit=None) so that no
responses were omitted, filtering locally by UTC creation times-
tamps.

3.3 Data Selection
To refine the initial dataset into the final analytic sample, we applied
a two-stage selection process guided by predefined inclusion criteria
(IC), detailed in Table 1.

Table 1: Inclusion Criteria and their underlying logic in the
selection process.

ID Inclusion Criterion Logic

IC1 The thread must contain at least
one comment. Structural validity

IC2
The thread must address experi-
ences related to software develop-
ment work.

Topical relevance

IC3 The thread’s Score must be greater
than 400.

Popularity and com-
munity validation

IC4 The contentmustmatch keywords
from the DevEx/ADHD lexicon.

Lexical alignment with
research scope

IC5
The content must include experi-
ential elements (emotions, strate-
gies, impacts).

Qualitative depth and
analytical density

Stage 1: Quantitative and Lexical Filtering. The initial dataset,
obtained via Reddit scraping, comprised 115 threads and 1,441 com-
ments. We retained threads with at least one comment (IC1) ad-
dressing software development experiences (IC2), and applied a
popularity cutoff of Score > 400 (IC3) as a marker of community rel-
evance. A lexical filter (IC4) then kept content matching a keyword
lexicon of DevEx and ADHD/executive-function indicators (e.g.,
hyperfocus, working memory, time blindness, cognitive load, context

switching, flow, procrastination), drawn from preliminary corpus
inspection and prior work [32, 33]. This reduced the dataset to 25
threads and 820 comments.

Stage 2: Qualitative Review and Analytical Density.We then
reviewed the 25 candidate threads by Score, comment volume, and
textual density. To reduce bias, two researchers independently read
each thread end-to-end, judging whether it offered personal nar-
ratives tied to at least one DevEx dimension; divergences were
resolved by consensus. Threads were excluded when off-topic, self-
promotional with empty bodies, or saturated by content already
covered elsewhere. Within retained threads, comments lacking
analytical density (e.g., emojis, brief agreements, short confirma-
tions) were also excluded (IC5). This yielded a final sample of 241
comments from 10 threads. To protect privacy, all usernames were
replaced with sequential pseudonyms (e.g., U_1), with a stable map-
ping across posts from the same user.

3.4 Qualitative Data Analysis
We applied reflexive TA following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase
framework [8, 9, 11], from a contextualist, experiential position.
The DevEx dimensions served as sensitizing concepts orienting the
initial reading, but coding stayed predominantly inductive: codes
were generated from the data rather than a pre-existing frame,
and themes were actively constructed through sustained engage-
ment with the corpus rather than treated as pre-existing features
to be found [9]. Coding operated at both semantic and latent levels,
capturing explicit content and underlying assumptions.

Before starting, two researchers calibrated by independently
analyzing the same three threads and discussing extracted segments
and emerging codes to align interpretations and reduce bias. The
analysis then proceeded through the six phases:

(1) Familiarization with the data: All authors read the full
sample (241 comments) at least once before coding and form-
ing judgments, then iteratively re-read each thread end-to-
end, attending to the comment-tree structure and recording
reflexive memos.

(2) Generating initial codes:We systematically labeled rele-
vant features across the corpus, using descriptive codes for
explicit content and interpretive codes (e.g., Burnout sen-
sitivity reveals systemic issues; Double-edged appraisal of
ADHD traits) for underlying meanings. The unit of analy-
sis was typically a sentence or clause expressing one idea,
and multiple codes could apply to the same extract. Follow-
ing reflexive TA guidance, accounts that departed from the
dominant story were retained rather than discarded.

(3) Searching for themes:Codeswere iteratively clustered into
higher-level codes and assembled into candidate sub-themes,
provisionally placed within the three DevEx dimensions.
Two researchers built an initial thematic map across several
sessions, rearranging codes to test alternative groupings.

(4) Reviewing themes:Candidate themeswere reviewed against
dual criteria: internal coherence against collated extracts
(data within a theme coheringmeaningfully) and external dis-
tinctiveness across themes. Each grouping was tested against
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a central organizing concept that articulated its shared mean-
ing, which served as the primary artifact for resolving dis-
agreements and keeping the thematic structure auditable.

(5) Defining and naming themes: For each theme and sub-
theme, we articulated a central organizing concept and final-
ized concise, communicative names, updating the thematic
map and code-theme log.

(6) Producing the report: The results section reports findings
as an analytic narrative organized by research question, with
extracts chosen to illustrate each claim and prioritizing vivid-
ness and representativeness.

Final Codebook. The analysis produced 362 codes, consolidated
into 33 sub-themes and 15 themes across the 3 DevEx dimensions;
the full codebook and thematic map are in the replication pack-
age [23]. Consistent with reflexive TA, we did not compute inter-
coder agreement, since this approach treats coding as interpretive
rather than the recovery of fixed meanings [9]. Methodological
quality was instead pursued through prolonged engagement, cali-
bration meetings, reflexive dialogue among authors, and an audit
trail linking code to thread and comment [13].

4 Results
This section presents the findings from our reflexive thematic anal-
ysis of comments collected from r/ADHD_Programmers.

4.1 RQ1: Dynamics of Flow State in ADHD
Developers

Flow refers to deep and productive immersion supported by clear
goals, appropriate challenge, and limited interruptions [34]. Figure 1
summarizes the six themes that, in our reading, help explain how
ADHD developers entered, sustained, or lost flow.

Attention dynamics. The data suggests flow was not described
as a stable trait, but as unstable transitions between attention, dis-
traction, and deep immersion. In Focus & attention shifts, partici-
pants described flow loss not as a lack of interest in programming,
but as difficulty sustaining task direction until completion: “I do
like coding. I struggle a lot with finishing tasks or focusing without
procrastinating” (U1). Attention was portrayed as non-linear( “brain
just won’t think in a straight line” (U33) ,“Usually I have a moment
of self consciousness and that’s enough to lose it” (U78)). Visible task
structure appeared to help developers re-anchor attention, while
its absence made channeling effort harder: “I’m full of energy but
can’t channel it productively” (U82).

Entering hyperfocus or flow appeared as an interest-dependent
state supported by routines, energy alignment, and task fit, rather
than as a fully voluntary condition. Participants described prepara-
tion strategies, such as “Getting hyperfocus on-demand. . . cappuccino,
music, stretch. . .mental ‘trigger’ varies with rest/cycle” (U20), and
reported long immersion when tasks matched their interests: “I can
sit down for 5–6 solid hours a day of paid hyper fixation dives” (U87).
Flexible work arrangements could enable flow by aligning work
with personal energy windows (“Work from home. . .make up for
lack of focus at night” (U20)), though hyperfocus also appeared frag-
ile and not fully controllable. To extend engagement, participants
described Mode-switching to sustain engagement, as in “some code

+ strategy and solution search works for me” (U26), while Sustaining
and exiting hyperfocus suggests the friction was not only entering
immersion, but recovering when energy collapsed: “On those days I
just can’t. . . I help on Slack to get out of an ADHD crash” (U87).

Interruption emerged as one of the main conditions disrupting
flow because, in the data, it did not only pause activity but broke the
continuity needed to resume it. In Unplanned interruptions & reac-
tive work, interruptions were described as events that destroyed
task state and increased recovery effort: “break my flow” (U20);
when stopped mid-task, “I wouldn’t have been able to pick up where
I was at” (U79). The accounts suggest this intensified in reactive
operational work; in on-call situations, one participant described
being “interrupted from one urgent ticket by being paged for another”
(U117), leaving “the only choice” (U117) of deciding which task to
neglect. Mitigations therefore included not only individual focus
aids but also mechanisms preserving task state, such as creating “a
task for every ticket, together with subtasks and notes” (U48).

In Context switching & multitasking, switching appeared harm-
ful when imposed but potentially productive when controlled. The
friction emerged when switching exceeded working-memory ca-
pacity, as in “reading my own code is a nightmare” (U150) which led
developers to “start from 0 each time” (U150); initiation itself was
described as difficult: “starting tasks is brutal with ADHD” (U23). Yet
some participants transformed switching into a strategy by keep-
ing “multiple projects ready” (U157) so that attention shifts moved
toward something valuable rather than unrelated distractions.

In Notifications & ambient distractions, alerts were described
as unstable forms of support: useful at first, but often becoming
too disruptive or too easy to dismiss (“swipe away/ignore every-
thing” (U186); “swiping away the notifications become second nature”
(U188)). The data suggests more effective strategies involved persis-
tent, socially-supported cues like a “taskboard that stays visible, not
just another notification” (U189) and “body doubling and multiple
weekly checkins” (U188). In Meetings & scheduled interruptions,
even planned events fragmented the workday by creating anticipa-
tory waiting: a late standup could place the developer in “waiting
mode” (U129) for the whole day. Days with “one big task from 9 to 5”
(U132) or “peaceful 9–5 hyperfocus” (U139) were described as prefer-
able, suggesting flow depended less on isolated accommodations
and more on temporal stability and visible task structures.

Motivation & meaning appeared shaped by the fit between
task, developer interests, and perceived value. In Meaningful work
& engagement, coding alone was not described as motivating; en-
gagement depended on challenge, novelty, autonomy, and visi-
ble progress, since ADHD brains “crave stimulation” (U25) and
“dopamine rewards for progress” (U184) could sustain persistence.
When this alignment was absent, even enjoyable technical work
became draining: “you like coding but you’re not actually doing
anything meaningful, interesting, or challenging enough and so you
start to burn out” (U2). Paid-work constraints reduced motivation
when developers were “stuck doing it on someone else’s timeline,
with their decisions, and at their direction” (U17). Conversely, mo-
tivation seemed to increase when developers could shape work
around curiosity and strengths: being “more of a generalist” (U2),
moving on “by the time the novelty wears off” (U4), or going “down
a rabbit hole of new info” (U87).
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Figure 1: Conceptual map for RQ1: conditions that enable, sustain, or disrupt flow.

When meaningfulness was absent for long periods, the accounts
suggest depletion rather than simple boredom. In Burnout & exhaus-
tion, fatigue from repeatedly losing and rebuilding task context was
summarized as “I am so cooked” (U65); at the work-system level, ex-
haustion intensified when concerns had “fallen on deaf ears” (U160)
and experienced “permanent state of exhaustion” (U160). Some par-
ticipants connected ADHD burnout to broader productivity norms,
framing ADHD developers as a “canary in the coal mine” (U6) for
unsustainable work conditions.

Person-role fit shaped, in the data, when ADHD-related traits
supported or disrupted flow. In ADHD strengths in dev work, pro-
gramming was not framed as inherently suitable or unsuitable; the
central issue was whether “the type of programming or job isn’t the
right fit” (U5). Flow appeared easier when roles offered stimulation,
autonomy, and difficult problem-solving: being “more involved in
scoping, designing, architecting solutions” (U4) or working on “the
enormous projects no-one else dares to touch” (U149), where the “con-
stant need of intellectual stimulation” (U149) appeared productive
rather than disruptive.

Across Career trajectory & role mobility, Identity & self-percep-
tion, and Disclosure & accommodation, sustaining flow seemed to
depend on learning, negotiating, and protecting this fit over time.
Better-fit roles often appeared later in the career, since senior au-
tonomy “requires that you get through the junior roles yourself first”
(U4). Self-understanding helped developers “recognize and accept
your approach. . . and not fight it” (U15), and difficulties were framed
as not the discipline but as a function of whether environments
were “more accommodating than others” (U13). Flow appeared more
sustainable when disclosure led to support, as in the managerial
response “What can I do to help?” (U106). By contrast, in Friction
zones & misfit tasks, flow was lost when role demands conflicted

with attention or motivation regulation, as illustrated by the con-
trast between “write code all day based on PRD I’d go nuts” (U26)
and work combining “some strategy and solution search” (U26).

Autonomy & control shaped whether ADHD developers could
adapt work to their attention patterns. In Autonomy vs. micro-
management, flow was enabled by trusted latitude to engage with
meaningful, complex work, that is, “collaborative” (U5) problems
that seem “too big” (U5) to reach “peak effectiveness” (U5), and dis-
rupted when autonomy was replaced by control: “I wither when I’m
micromanaged or expected to do repetitive, solved work” (U5).

Team & culture shaped, in our reading, whether flow was
sustained as an individual effort or collectively supported by the
surrounding social system. In Team & managerial support, peer
and managerial guidance appeared to reduce ambiguity and ease re-
entry after interruptions: “An accountability buddy helps me follow
through” (U29); peersmay have “a better idea of how tomake progress
in a more efficient way” (U33). By contrast, flow was disrupted when
developers managed uncertainty without support, especially when
“forced to triage without visibility or authority” (U120), framed as a
management failure rather than a personal one.

4.2 RQ2: Sources and Mitigation of Cognitive
Load

Cognitive load represents the mental effort required to perform
complex tasks, where sustained high levels can compromise pro-
ductivity and increase stress [34]. Building on this premise, Figure 2
synthesizes the analyzed data and the five themes that illustrate
how such load was produced, intensified, and mitigated within our
study.

Requirement clarity appeared to determine whether attention
could go directly to development or instead be spent reconstructing
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Figure 2: Conceptual map for RQ2: sources and mitigators of cognitive load.

Figure 3: Conceptual map for RQ3: feedback properties and effects on attention regulation and progress.

goals and completion criteria. In Unclear requirements & scope am-
biguity, load seemed to be mitigated when work offered “a constant
stream of things to do, a well defined definition of done. . . and you’re
given the time you need” (U6). When scope was less defined, broad
experience could partially compensate, as a “very broad tech radar
and approximate knowledge of many things” (U8) helped developers
navigate uncertainty during early-stage work.

Codebase & documentation extended this load to technical
navigation. In Confusing codebase & poor documentation, the bur-
den involved reconstructing paths, assumptions, and prior deci-
sions, described as a “backtracking algorithm, like solving a maze:
you choose a path, and if you hit a dead end, you return. . . to the last
decision point and try a different route” (U35). The contrast between
being able to “create an IMS online program in one day” (U108) and
the slower work of “maintaining someone’s 10-20yo code” (U108)
suggests that load increased when the technical context was old,
opaque, or poorly documented.

Working memory & mental state appeared to set the base-
line cost for cognitive load, since developers had to hold task goals,
partial decisions, and interruptions in mind while coding. In High
cognitive load & overload, working memory was described as lim-
ited and easily displaced: “I only have few carriages. . . the active convo
taking all of my RAM space has to unload sometimes critical bits”
(U62). Participants noted minds “tend to both get fixed on one thing
and sometimes forget things we’ve already thought about” (U34),
leading to repeated solution paths. This profile was not framed as
only deficit-based: “your extreme pattern recognition kicks in and
your ability to laterally think starts paying dividends” (U36).

In Memory lapses & goal neglect, overload became more disrup-
tive when developers kept working but lost the original target, as
in trying to “bruteforce all possible paths to the mountain” (U37),
only to realize they were “meant to go the valley because I forgot
what I pointed at to start off with” (U37). Mitigation depended on
making work state visible outside memory: doing design before
coding to avoid “going too deep into actually writing code, whilst
actually figuring it all out” (U34), using a “memory map” (U183)
for a “bird’s-eye view of software architecture” (U183), or keeping a
“physical Kanban-Board hanging above my desk” (U187).

Pressure & deadlines shaped cognitive load by turning time
into both an activation cue and a source of overload. In Dead-
lines, time pressure & overwhelm, participants described a cycle
in which low productivity increased anxiety until urgency enabled
action: “My ADHD messes with my productivity. The productivity
(lack thereof) messes with my anxiety. The actual deadline makes me
get shit done” (U89). Pressure could narrow attention, as in “a tough
deadline asking me to do a presentation” (U111), but also forced
developers to abandon preferred strategies (“on time crunches, I cant
brute force forever sadly” (U38)). Over time, this seemed to make
work depend on high-stakes activation, with some becoming “the
firefighter, the go-to person for high stakes. . . kind of stuff in critical
situations” (U98).

Externalization strategies formed, in our reading, the main
mitigation pattern by moving task state, decisions, and motivation
cues out of working memory. In Personal organisation strategies,
participants reduced initiation cost by “breaking it into micro-tasks
that can be done in 5–10 mins” (U23); agile structures appeared as
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the team-level analogue, where “User stories and tickets are broken
down into sub-tasks. . . no more than 1–2 days” (U143), creating “reg-
ular “done” moments every couple of days” (U143). In Externalization
as auxiliary memory, written artifacts helped preserve reasoning,
as in the need to “write down and do design. . . as it both stops you re-
thinking things and it’s less effort costly than actually writing code”
(U34). Time-based strategies operated similarly: in Pomodoro &
timeboxing, participants externalized mental noise by listing “every-
thing ruminating in my head” (U90) and worked in short windows
because “it’s just 25 mins. Everything else can wait for 25 mins”
(U90).

In Micro-rewards & dopamine regulation, externalization also
involved regulating motivation through small visible rewards, as
in building “periodic wastes of time” into my schedule” (U157) tied
to “micro-achievements” (U157). Participants also emphasized that
no isolated tool was sufficient: “no single tool/app” – no matter how
good it is – will be enough on its own in practice” (U188).

4.3 RQ3: Feedback Loops and Attention
Regulation

Feedback loops refer to the speed, clarity, and continuity of re-
sponses from tools, processes, and collaborators [19, 34]. In the ana-
lyzed data, feedback loops appeared as mechanisms for information
exchange and as external regulators of attention that helped ADHD
developers maintain context, reduce uncertainty, and identify the
next action. As summarized in Figure 3, four themes describe how
feedback loop properties supported or disrupted attention regula-
tion.

AI as feedback partner emerged as the densest theme in this
dimension, suggesting ADHD developers interpreted AI tools not
only as coding assistants but as feedback partners with both en-
abling and disruptive effects. In AI–ADHD analogy & framing,
developers framed these tools through an ADHD analogy, describ-
ing AI coders as fast but poorly regulated: “AI coders, like cursor,
feels very much like ADHD. It’s like having a ferrari engine with
toyota brakes” (U40).

In AI as ADHD scaffolding, AI feedback appeared useful when
it converted abstract or unfinished work into visible next steps,
supporting planning, refactoring, visualization, and continuation
after attention drift. One developer used AI to “make me a timeline
doc that it auto-updates as I go and gives me options for what to
work on next” (U68), positioning AI as a continuity aid for choosing
the next action. Another described Cursor as taking over cleanup:
“Cursor just refactors it, letting me do the fun work of solving the
problem and then taking over when my ADHD won’t let me clean it
up” (U42). AI also supported external representation, as in using
Draw.io with an LLM when the developer had “a clear idea I can
put in writing” (U126) but was unsure how to draw it. Together,
these accounts suggest helpful AI feedback worked as an executive-
function scaffold.

In AI feedback friction, however, participants described feed-
back loops that were fast but unstable, forgetful, or too costly to
supervise. AI could be engaging because it could “switch direction
on a dime” (U44), but this same property was “bad for my focus
tho” (U44). Friction also emerged when tools failed to preserve
prior instructions: “tell it the same ground rule multiple times and

still it forgets after a while” (U45); “forget to fix their mistake af-
ter you explain it” (U46). The accounts suggest this reversed the
expected value of feedback: instead of reducing uncertainty, the
loop generated repeated correction work. Participants also raised
a motivational concern, as AI may remove part of the exploratory
pleasure of development: “one just asks and the answer is served on
a platter without much exploration” (U181).

Self-generated progress signals suggest that ADHD develop-
ers created feedback loops for themselves when external signals
were absent or too weak to preserve task continuity. In Commits
& status as memory aids, commits were repurposed as memory
anchors. One participant described writing the commit message
before implementation “so when I forget I can quickly look up what
my intention was” (U43). Another recommended “constant commits
even on non working code” (U66), because then “you don’t have to
remember, just scan through the changes you’ve made and it will
bring you back to what you were doing” (U66).

System feedback appeared to support attention regulation
when tool-mediated signals were simple, visible, and available at the
moment of action. In Preflight checklists & error-proofing, check-
lists were described as a way to turn implicit process knowledge
into reusable prompts: “plan with checklists. Build and maintain a
library of checklist templates” (U127). Simplicity also mattered, since
systems should provide “no hidden lists, no complex setup” (U184),
as configuration-heavy tools may fail precisely when executive
function is already overloaded.

Human feedback complemented self-generated and system
feedback by anchoring developers within social loops of alignment,
correction, and validation. In Iterative inspect-and-adapt cycles,
short feedback cycles seemed to reduce drift by catching problems
early: “reviews and check-ins catch issues early. You don’t spiral down
the wrong rabbit hole unnoticed” (U143). In Quality signals from
peers, feedback also appeared through its absence: as described in
“EXTREMELY detail-oriented” (U152), which led to “very little to no
QA feedback coming back to me because I already thought of the little
details and covered my bases” (U152).

5 Discussion
We discuss how the three dimensions interact (Section 5.1), how the
findings relate to prior work (Section 5.2), and what implications
emerge for research and practice (Section 5.3).

5.1 ADHD Developer Experience
ADHD-related challenges are documented in software engineer-
ing [21, 22, 27, 31, 33] and in clinical literature [5, 15, 25]. Our
contribution is to articulate them within the three DevEx dimen-
sions [20, 24, 34], which provide the operational vocabulary used
in industry decisions about tooling, workflows, and team prac-
tices [2, 7, 47]. Table 2 summarizes the empirical patterns identified
in this study; the paragraphs below read them against prior litera-
ture, labelling each comparison as converging with, qualifying, or
extending existing DevEx and ADHD framings.

The data suggest that the DevEx structure remains usable for
ADHD developers, but each dimension’s impact is amplified by
executive-function demands: frictions that read as inefficiencies for
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Table 2: Dimensions, frictions, and strategies related to developer experience.

Dimension Frictions & Challenges Enablers & Personal Strategies Predominant EF

Flow State Attention drift: loss of context and high recovery cost
after distractions.
Interruption ecology: unplanned calls or notifications
that break deep immersion.
Task misalignment: struggle with monotony or
math-heavy tasks.
Burnout: collapse of motivation due to sustained
regulatory effort.

Intrinsic Meaning: engagement triggered by novelty
and purpose.
Hyperfocus: intense concentration as productivity
engine.
Environment Control: rituals and deep work blocks.
Team Support: psychological safety and accountability.

Activation &
Focus
(initiation,
sustained
attention)

Cognitive
Load

Information Overload: difficulty holding multiple
code states.
Ambiguity: unclear requirements increasing planning
effort.
Working Memory Lapses: forgetting goals mid-task.
Time Pressure: deadlines increasing perceived load.

Externalization: diagrams and notes to offload
cognition.
Micro-tasking: breaking work into small steps.
Time-structuring: Pomodoro rhythm.
Micro-rewards: regulating motivation.

Memory & Effort
(working memory,
processing pace)

Feedback
Loops

AI Friction: tools that repeat mistakes or lose context.
Wait Latency: slow pipelines causing attention drift.

AI Scaffolding: delegating detail-oriented work.
Intent Anchors: frequent commits to resume focus.
Checklist Templates: preventing omissions.

Memory &
Action
(intent recall,
real-time
self-regulation)

neurotypical developers become continuity barriers when working
memory, attention regulation, and task initiation are constrained [5,
10, 15]. Recent empirical work concurs, linking pull-request delays
to “bad days” [35] and cognitive load to physiological strain [7]. To
make this amplification visible, we read each dimension through
Brown’s six executive-function clusters [10]: Activation, Focus,
Effort, Emotion, Memory, and Action.

Cognitive load read through Memory and Effort. Cogni-
tive load was shaped less by absolute task complexity than by the
gap between executive demand and available capacity. Working-
memory limits (Memory) and uneven mental pace (Effort) [15]
made ambiguous requirements and opaque codebases especially
costly, widening this gap. The strategies in Table 2 converged on
one operation—redistributing executive effort onto external arti-
facts and rhythms—suggesting load reduction depends as much on
sustained externalisation as on tool or requirement design.

Feedback loops read through Memory and Action. Feed-
back frictions operate not only technically but cognitively, through
the cost of holding intent across waiting periods and self-regulating
in real time when signals are unstable [19, 34]. This may explain
why fast-but-forgetful AI tools add supervisory effort, and why
participants relied on commits as memory anchors and on persis-
tent, socially supported cues. Feedback value, then, may depend on
reliability and persistence as much as on speed.

Cross-dimensional dynamic. Read together, the dimensions
form a regulatory chain rather than independent effects, with three
recurrent configurations. In a loss configuration, lengthened feed-
back loops force context reconstruction and raise re-entry cost from
interruptions, increasing load and depleting the resources that pro-
tect flow. In a support configuration, short clear loops, explicit com-
pletion criteria, externalised state, and bounded autonomy lower

load and channel hyperfocus to valuable work. In a mixed config-
uration, the same mechanism helps or harms by context: parallel
tracks absorb idle time but may dilute depth; hyperfocus acceler-
ates clear paths but can lock attention when sequencing is unclear.
Two inferences follow. First, strategies migrate across dimensions
because the executive resource is shared—frequent commits act
as flow protectors, checklists as feedback substitutes. Second, an
intervention in one dimension may affect the other two by releasing
executive capacity rather than solving a local problem.

5.2 Comparison with Related Work
Our findings corroborate, qualify, and sometimes extend prior liter-
ature on neurodivergent software engineers and on general DevEx.
We organize the comparison by DevEx dimension, noting whether
our interpretation converges with, aligns with, or expands upon prior
literature.

Flow and the dual nature of hyper-focus (qualifies prior
framings). Conditions for entering flow (uninterrupted time, clear
goals, autonomy, adequate challenge) converge with mainstream
DevEx [14, 29, 34] and with neurodivergent work linking hyper-
focus to interest alignment [27, 31, 33].

Where mainstream DevEx treats flow as a positive state to be
engineered through environmental controls [20, 30, 34], our analy-
sis, consistent with prior ADHD-focused studies [22, 25, 27], finds
hyper-focus interest-dependent, partially involuntary, and capa-
ble of both productive immersion and post-engagement exhaus-
tion. These findings are consistent with recent psychological re-
search suggesting that hyper-focus and flow are related but dis-
tinct constructs, with inconsistent empirical correlations between
them [4, 18]. For this population, flow is an ambivalent state whose
maintenance depends on team-level support.
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Interruption ecology and context switching (qualifies prior
framings). Our findings converge with prior work identifying
interruptions, fragmented schedules, and reactive operational work
as drivers of negative experience [7, 22, 27–29, 35]. Two nuances
emerge: some participants describe controlled switching among
parallel projects as productive, contrasting with framings that treat
switching strictly as disruption [7]; and the data suggest habituation
to digital notifications and a preference for persistent, socially-
supported cues, whereas parts of the literature emphasize active
blocking as the dominant adaptation [22].

Cognitive load, ambiguity, and externalization (extends
prior framings). The data align with mainstream DevEx in iden-
tifying unclear requirements and fragmented workflows as load
sources [7, 34], and the externalization strategies resonate with neu-
rodivergence literature [27, 33]. We extend these accounts in two
ways. First, ambiguity here is not primarily an efficiency drain; it
triggers regulatory failures such as executive paralysis and goal ne-
glect, connecting load to executive function rather than information-
processing cost alone. Second, the externalization repertoire is not
purely individual: agile structures (short-cycle user stories, fre-
quent “done” moments) act as team-level externalization devices,
and micro-rewards function as deliberate motivation regulators
linking work practices to clinical compensatory strategies. Notably,
some widely cited adaptations such as physical artifact visibility
were less salient in our data, suggesting this population may rely
more on digital and process-integrated cues—a pattern warranting
further investigation.

Feedback loops as external regulators of attention (extends
prior framings). While mainstream DevEx focuses on latency re-
duction [2, 20, 34] and neurodivergence studies often treat feedback
as an isolated reward or communication mechanism [27, 33], we
position feedback loops as external regulators of executive func-
tion. Three points support this. First, AI tools as sources of friction
show that, without interpretability and context persistence, fast
feedback can create supervisory load rather than reduce it. Sec-
ond, commits as memory anchors repurpose a feedback mechanism
for task resumption, diverging from its version-control function.
Third, checklists and short cycles externalize process knowledge
through socially-mediated routines. These loops’ effectiveness thus
depends not only on speed but on the reliability and persistence of
information—a refinement to the latency-centered view in current
DevEx frameworks [47].

Strategies as process improvements rather than accom-
modations (extends prior framings). Formal accommodations
typically require organizational approval and disclosure—processes
characterized as bureaucratic or stigma-prone [17, 32]. The strate-
gies here are largely autonomous and embedded in the technical
environment, often functioning without disclosure. Within the De-
vEx perspective, these strategies can be viewed as candidate process
improvements that complement individual accommodations. This
extends the argument of Newman et al. [33] by shifting the focus
from accommodation policies to process design, where practices
that support ADHD developers may also improve the experience
of colleagues facing similar systemic frictions [7, 35].

5.3 Implications for Research and Practice
For industry practitioners, the findings suggest environmental
adjustments that may also benefit the broader developer population:
protecting focus time and asynchronous communication to limit
interruptions; lightweight process structure (clear definitions of
done, short-cycle stories, shared checklists) to aid coordination;
and lower feedback latency in CI and code review to ease context
reconstruction. Over time, organizations may also reconsider how
work practices, role design, and performance evaluation account
for different cognitive profiles, treating cognitive diversity as a
structural design concern rather than an individual accommodation.
Although our data do not compare agile frameworks, they suggest
that practices promoting clear goals, visible progress, and short
feedback cycles may better support ADHD developers.

For tool and AI design, reliability and persistence appear as
relevant as speed. AI assistants could preserve developer context
across sessions and clarify the rationale behind their suggestions,
so that fast feedback does not become a supervisory burden.

For researchers, the study points to incorporating cognitive
diversity into DevEx measurement frameworks. Future work could
examine how environments supply the external structure neuro-
divergent profiles rely on, and test the relational dynamic in Sec-
tion 5.1, where feedback reliability appears to influence flow sus-
tainability through its effect on cognitive load, with loss, support,
and mixed configurations as candidate empirical patterns.

6 Threats to Validity
Following guidance for reflexive thematic analysis [8, 13], we as-
sessed trustworthiness across five criteria.

Credibility. Our purposive sample of ten threads reflects one
community; ADHD status is self-reported and unverifiable, and
the Score > 400 cutoff favors socially resonant narratives. We miti-
gated these threats through prolonged engagement, active memo-
ing, coder calibration, and triangulation with prior work on ADHD
developers [22, 33].The analysis was conducted by software engi-
neering researchers. Although Authors 1 and 6 have postgraduate
training in Autism, ADHD, and Inclusion, none of the researchers
has formal clinical training in psychology or psychiatry. Conse-
quently, clinical constructs (e.g., executive functions and hyper-
focus) may have been misinterpreted. We grounded interpreta-
tion in participants’ own language and used multiple rounds of
consensus-based coding, but acknowledge the absence of clinical
expert validation as a limitation warranting future collaboration
with psychology/psychiatry specialists.

Transferability. Findings are bounded by the subreddit’s English-
speaking, self-selecting audience, the six-month sampling window,
and the current salience of AI-assisted development. We support
judgments of applicability through thick descriptions, per-thread
inclusion rationales, and a versioned keyword lexicon [13, 22, 33].

Dependability. We maintained an audit trail with workflow
changes, codebook versioning, and multi-analyst readings; final
theme definitions were refined through consensus meetings involv-
ing the first two authors.
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Confirmability and Ethics. Consistent with reflexive thematic
analysis, we prioritized researcher reflexivity over inter-rater relia-
bility [9]. A replication package provides analysis notes and process
artifacts [13].

7 Conclusion
This study analyzed how ADHD developers experience the core
dimensions of Developer Experience. By identifying specific in-
hibitors and enablers through the lens of neurodivergence, our
findings demonstrate that ADHD-related DevEx is shaped by the
tension between personal scaffolding and sociotechnical barriers.
While traditional DevEx focuses on operational efficiency, this work
reveals that for neurodivergent professionals, these dimensions are
deeply tied to attention regulation and memory demands. Ulti-
mately, by showing that the three dimensions of DevEx maintain
their structure but shift in content when filtered through executive
functions, this study offers a primary path for research and prac-
tice to incorporate cognitive diversity without abandoning their
established operational vocabulary.

Artifact Availability
A replication package is available [23]. Consistent with Reddit’s
Terms [37–39], we do not redistribute the raw thread and comment
content.
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