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Introduction: Why This Matters (To Me - and Why It Should Matter to You)

This isn’t theoretical for me.

This is lived, observed, and - frankly - impossible to unsee once you
understand it.

As someone who is neurodivergent - and who has spent years inside the family
law system as a paralegal, divorce coach/educator, and client experience
strategist - I’ve seen the same pattern play out over and over:

Clients labeled “difficult”
Emotional outbursts
Firms frustrated by lack of follow-through
Communication breaking down in predictable ways
Anger towards Counsel 

And almost no one is asking the right question:

What if the behavior isn’t the problem…
but the way we’re expecting people to function under stress is?

The truth is: 

Divorce is one of the few legal processes where you are asking people to
perform at a high cognitive level… while they are neurologically
compromised.

And when you layer in neurodivergence?

You’re not dealing with edge cases.

You’re dealing with a significant, invisible portion of your client base.

This is where the next evolution of family law client experience is going:

Not softer.
Not slower.

But far more aligned with how humans actually process, decide, and
function under pressure.

pg. 1 |  © Modern Spl i t ,  LLC |  modernspl i tmedia.com

http://www.modernsplitmedia.com/


Executive Summary

Family law has a pattern of mislabeling.

“High-conflict.”
“Uncooperative.”
“Emotional.”
“Irrational.”
“Unreasonable.”

What’s often happening instead:
Trauma response
Cognitive overload
Executive dysfunction
Neurodivergent processing differences

This paper reframes:
Client behavior through a neuroscience + behavioral lens
Firm inefficiencies as design failures (not people failures)
Communication as the primary lever for compliance, efficiency, and
referrals
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Section 1: Divorce Is a Neurological Stress Event (Not Just a Legal One)

Divorce activates the same systems as other major threat events.

This includes:
Heightened cortisol (stress hormone)
Reduced executive functioning
Increased emotional reactivity
Impaired decision-making

What the Data Shows
PTSD prevalence in the U.S. is ~6.8%, and symptoms include
hypervigilance, emotional dysregulation, and impaired cognition 
Chronic stress directly impacts attention, memory, and decision-making
capacity

Translation for Family Law Firms + Groups

You are asking clients to:
Gather complex documentation
Determine realistic decisions around children
Make long-term financial decisions
Communicate clearly and consistently

While their brain is prioritizing:
survival over strategy

That mismatch is the root of:
missed deadlines
inconsistent communication
emotional escalation
bad Google reviews
bar complaints
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Section 2: The Overlap Between Trauma and Neurodivergence

Here’s where it gets more complex - and more important.

Trauma and neurodivergence don’t just coexist.

They amplify each other.

Key Data Points
ADHD and PTSD co-occur at rates as high as 28–36% in adults 
Lifetime prevalence: ADHD ~8.2%, PTSD ~6.8% 
~82% of adults with ADHD report experiencing trauma 

What This Means Practically

Clients may present with:
Difficulty starting or completing tasks
Forgetfulness (even when motivated)
Emotional flooding
Avoidance behaviors

And here’s the critical nuance:

These behaviors are often interpreted as non-compliance, delay tactics,
resistance, and stubbornness… when they are actually capacity issues.
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Section 3: Executive Dysfunction - The Hidden Driver of “Non-
Compliance”

Executive function controls:
planning
prioritization
task initiation
follow-through

Both trauma and neurodivergence impair it.

Research shows:
Trauma is associated with reduced cognitive flexibility and task-switching
ability 
Executive dysfunction can stem from both neurological wiring and chronic
stress exposure 

In a Divorce Context, This Looks Like:
“I know I need to do this, I just can’t start”
“I forgot - even though it was important”
“I got overwhelmed and shut down”
“I was paying attention - but now I’m just more confused”

From the firm’s perspective:
 👉 Non-compliance

From a neurological perspective:
 👉 Impaired execution under stress
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Section 4: The System Problem (Not the Client Problem)

Most firms are unintentionally designing processes that fail under stress.

Common Failures:

Information Density
Long, unstructured emails
Verbal-only instructions/requests
Multiple requests at once
Too many “cooks in the kitchen”

Ambiguity
“Send over your financials”
No definition of “complete”

Inconsistency
Changing expectations
Unclear timelines
Multiple layers of people are involved

Why This Matters

Under normal conditions, clients might compensate.

Under stress?

They can’t.

Which means your system breaks exactly when it matters most.
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Section 5: Neurodivergence in Divorce Is Not Rare - It’s Expected

Neurodivergence is not a niche issue.

It is statistically present in your client base whether you acknowledge it or not.

Supporting Data
Families with ADHD or ASD experience significantly higher stress levels
than neurotypical families 
Parents of children with neurodivergence show higher rates of separation
and divorce 

Implication for Firms

You are regularly working with:
overwhelmed parents
complex family dynamics
confused individuals
heightened emotional and cognitive load

And your systems need to reflect that reality.
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Section 6: Trauma-Informed + Neurodivergent-Affirming = Operational
Advantage

Let’s remove the fluff.

This is not about being “nice.”

This is about:
increasing compliance
reducing friction
improving case flow

Core Shifts:

From:
Information → overload

To:
Information → structured clarity

From:
Assumed understanding

To:
Explicit instruction

From:
Reactive communication

To:
Predictable communication
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Section 7: The Scorecard (Where Your Firm Actually Stands)

When reviewing the sections below, do you feel like you’re consistently
accounting for neurodivergent people, or just getting by and causing frustration
on both sides of the table? 

Clarity
Instructions are broken into simple steps
Emails are structured and scannable
Clients know exactly what is being asked of them

Cognitive Load
One task at a time
No information dumping
Priorities are clearly defined
Timelines are realistic

Predictability
Clients know what happens next
Timelines are communicated
Surprises are minimized

Regulation-Aware Communication
Tone is direct but not dismissive
Language does not escalate anxiety
Follow-ups reinforce clarity (not frustration)

Flexibility
Multiple ways to receive information
Adjustments are made when clients struggle
Systems work across different processing styles

pg. 9 |  © Modern Spl i t ,  LLC |  modernspl i tmedia.com

http://www.modernsplitmedia.com/


Section 8: The Business Case for Inclusive Lawyering

When firms align communication with how people function under stress:

They see:
Faster document turnaround
Fewer clarification emails
Reduced emotional escalation
Stronger client trust
More referrals

Because clients don’t refer firms that were “technically competent.”

They refer firms that made them feel capable when they weren’t.

Conclusion: The Firms That Win Will Understand This First

The next competitive advantage in family law is not:
better legal arguments
more aggressive positioning
spray and pray marketing tactics

It’s this:
Understanding how clients actually function under pressure - and
building around it.

Because right now?

Most firms are still expecting calm, rational, organized behavior…

From people whose brains are doing the exact opposite.

If you’re not sure where to start, but know you need to do better in serving your
diverse clientele... Schedule a Private Consultation.
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Below is a consolidated list of sources referenced throughout this white
paper. 

ADHD & PTSD Comorbidity Study
https://systematicreviewsjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13643-
025-02774-7 

ADHD & PTSD Prevalence Data
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S016383432500091X 

Trauma & ADHD Overlap Statistics
https://www.additudemag.com/trauma-mental-health-impact-adhd/ 

Neurodivergence & Family Stress
https://www.stress.org/news/comparative-analysis-of-stress-levels-and-coping-
strategies-in-parents-of-neurodivergent-and-neurotypical-children/ 

ADHD/Autism & Divorce Impact
https://www.mdpi.com/2227-9067/10/3/438 

Trauma & Cognitive Function
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2468749926000220 
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