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Your friend swears by the calming effects of mindful meditation and you’ve 
heard mindfulness mentioned more and more in ADHD treatment forums. 
But like most adults with ADD, you have only a vague sense of what mind-
fulness is, what it looks like in real life, and how it can help us manage inat-
tention and hyperactivity. Is it a breathing exercise? A type of meditation? 
How is someone with ADHD supposed to sit still and focus for an hour — 
when most of us can’t even stay put for two minutes?

In this free resource, we answer your most frequently asked questions about 
mindfulness — what it is, how it works, and how you can start incorporating 
it into your own life. Read on to learn how simply building your awareness 
of the world around you can also boost your focus, lower your impulsivity, 
and calm your body and mind.

What is mindfulness?
Mindful meditation — also called “mindfulness” or “mindful awareness” 
— is a form of cognitive training aimed at reducing stress, promoting self-
awareness, and improving attention. Mindfulness takes many forms — it 

Mindfulness can boost your focus, diminish your stress, and 
improve your impulsivity — or so you’ve heard. If you’re 
confused about what mindful meditation entails, you’re not 
alone. In this FAQ, find everything you need to know about 
this powerful (and simple) alternative treatment for ADHD.

By Carl Sherman, Ph.D., Lydia Zylowska, M.D.,  
and the ADDitude Editors

ADDituDe ViDeo

Watch “7 Ways to 
Meditate with a Busy 
Brain” at http://additu.
de/meditate

Mindful 
Meditation 

for ADHD

http://additu.de/meditate
http://additu.de/meditate


4

from the editors of

Mindful 
Meditation 
for ADHD

can involve breathing exercises, visualizations, or the deceptively simple act 
of paying more attention to what you’re doing or what’s around you. 

Many experts believe that, when used regularly, mindfulness can help reduce 
ADHD symptoms like inattention and hyperactivity in children and adults. 
It can also help manage daily stress, as well as the more severe symptoms of 
anxiety and depression that often co-occur with ADHD.

it sounds spiritual. is it?
Mindful awareness, or mindfulness, is a part of many religious traditions. 
Buddhism features a form of mindfulness meditation known as vipassana, 
for example, while other religions consider the act of praying to be a form 
of meditation.

But mindfulness does not necessarily have to be viewed as religious or 
spiritual. In its most basic form, it involves paying close attention to your 
thoughts, feelings, and bodily sensations. In other words, it involves devel-
oping a greater awareness of what’s going on with you from moment to mo-
ment. This can be spiritual, if you want it to be, but it also has benefits that 
exist outside of any religious or spiritual interpretations.

And mindfulness works on more than just your brain. It can also be used as 
a tool to foster your physical wellbeing (in conjunction with proper medical 
care). Mindfulness techniques have been used to lower blood pressure and 
to manage chronic pain, stress, and mood disorders.

How can mindfulness help people with 
adHd?
Mindfulness teaches you to pay attention to paying attention, which — over 
time — strengthens your “attention muscle.” It works by improving a per-
son’s ability to control attention, self-observe, and develop different rela-
tionships to traditionally stressful experiences. It can also make you more 
aware of your emotional state so you won’t react as impulsively — often a 
real problem for people with ADHD.

Researchers have talked about using mindfulness to address ADHD symp-
toms for some time, but the question was always whether people with ADHD 
could really do it, particularly if they’re hyperactive. But recent studies (and 
anecdotal evidence) show that the versatility and flexibility of mindfulness 
allow individuals with ADHD to make it work for them.

App Alert

Find 3 calming apps for 
overstimulated kids at 
http://additu.de/calming

http://additu.de/calming
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How does mindful meditation work?
Practicing mindful meditation means paying close attention to your breath, 
your thoughts, and your bodily sensations. In its most basic form, it involves 
sitting (ideally somewhere quiet, where you’re less likely to be distracted) 
and focusing on your breath as it goes in and out. When your attention wan-
ders (a totally natural occurrence, even for people without ADHD!), simply 
make an effort to refocus on your breathing. 

Doing this exercise regularly — for as little as 5 minutes at a time — can 
make you more aware of how your attention wanders and give you tools for 
regulating it in your daily life, experts say. Once you feel able to focus on 
your breath for five minutes at a time, gradually increase the length of your 
meditation sessions to improve your stamina.

You can also practice mindful eating (paying attention to what you eat and 
refocusing your attention on your meal when your mind starts to wander). 
And you can combine mindful meditation with other stress-relief practices 
like exercise. Mindful walking is an option, for instance; yoga is another 
common way to incorporate mindfulness into a healthy lifestyle. 

If you feel like you need a little more help, guided meditations — many of 
which are available for free online — can help you get started on a regular 
meditation practice.

You can practice mindfulness at any time. Turning on the “mind-awareness 
state” at any moment of your day, even if only for a few minutes, is great 
training that will benefit your brain in the long run. Essentially, you’re let-
ting go of the busy-ness of your thinking, and bringing your attention to 
what’s happening in the present moment in everyday life.

What if i just can’t stay focused?
Everyone gets distracted — it’s the nature of the human brain. That’s why 
experts emphasize that getting distracted doesn’t mean you’re “failing” — it 
just means you’re human. 

Mindful awareness isn’t about staying with the breath; it’s about returning to 
the breath, even when you get distracted. That’s what enhances your ability 
to focus — and this emphasis on re-shifting your attention is what makes 
this technique especially helpful to someone who has ADHD.

personAl story

Read “How I Learned to 
Meditate — Even Though 
I Can’t Sit Still” at  
http://additu.de/sit 

http://additu.de/sit
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Who is mindful meditation for?
Anyone, of any age, can practice mindfulness.

How much does it cost?
Meditation is free and can be practiced anywhere. Short courses or “mind-
fulness retreats” exist, at varying costs, but they are not necessary to develop 
an effective mindfulness practice. A six-week course at UCLA’s Mindful 
Awareness Research Center (MARC), for example, costs $185.

Meditation apps, like Calm or Zenytime, can help provide more structure, 
and are usually available for free or for a small fee. 

What does the research say?
Research on meditation has increased dramatically over the last decade. 
Highlights include:

•  A 2010 study1, published in the Journal of Applied School Psychology, 
found that children with executive function deficits showed signifi-
cant improvement after an 8-week mindfulness-training program. 

•  A  small uncontrolled 2007 study2, published in the Journal of At-
tention Disorders, concluded that “Mindfulness training is a feasible 
intervention in a subset of ADHD adults and adolescents, and may 
improve behavioral and neurocognitive impairments.” 

•  A 2009 study3 found that mindfulness training for both children with 
ADHD and their parents improved the children’s compliance, and 
resulted in parents and kids experiencing greater overall satisfaction 
with family life.

•  In 2008, a team at UCLA completed a study4 involving 25 adults and 
8 adolescents, half of whom had ADHD, combined type. Participants 
demonstrated significant improvements in both inattention and hy-
peractivity, improved their scores on cognitive tests, and reported 
feeling “less stressed out” by the end of study.

•  In 2012, a study5 titled “The Effectiveness of Mindfulness Training for 
Children with ADHD and Mindful Parenting for their Parents” was 
published in the  Journal of Child and Family Studies. This research 
trial “evaluated the effectiveness of an 8-week mindfulness training 
for children aged 8–12 with ADHD and parallel mindful parenting 
training for their parents.” They found a significant reduction in par-

self-Hypnosis

Learn how this form of 
meditation may help 
children and adults with 
ADHD at http://additu.
de/hypnosis

http://additu.de/hypnosis
http://additu.de/hypnosis
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ent-reported ADHD symptoms after the 8-week training, as well as a 
reduction in parental stress and over-reactivity. However, the study 
found no improvement in ADHD symptoms after the mindfulness 
program on teacher-completed rating scales.

Most experts agree that more research is needed, but most existing studies 
are quite promising.

Where can i learn more?
MARC’s website —  marc.ucla.edu  — has free guided mediations, infor-
mation on classes, and a collection of research on mindful meditation. The 
Center for Mindfulness at the University of Massachusetts is another good 
resource, and has been offering mindfulness-based stress reduction classes 
for more than two decades. You can find a directory of trainers on its web-
site. (The UMass program is designed for stress-related conditions and is 
not adapted to ADHD, but it is well structured and is a good way to learn 
basic mindfulness techniques.)

There are also several good books on mindfulness meditation. Dr. Lidia Zy-
lowska, a board-certified adult psychiatrist focusing on mindfulness-based 
interventions and adult ADHD, recommends:

• �Tibetan�Wisdom�for�Western�Life, by Joseph Arpaia, M.D., and 
Lobsang Rapgay, Ph.D.   
(https://amzn.to/2KLnHYH)

• �Full�Catastrophe�Living, by Jon Kabat-Zinn 
(https://amzn.to/2KTmwGN)

• �Growing�Up�Mindful:�Essential�Practices�to�Help�Children,�
Teens,�and�Families�Find�Balance,�Calm,�and�Resilience by 
Christopher Willard Psy.D.   
(https://amzn.to/2KTmwGN)

• �Mindful�Parenting�for�ADHD by Mark Bertin, M.D.  
(https://amzn.to/2KTmwGN)

• �Fully�Present:�The�Science,�Art,�and�Practice�of�Mindfulness by 
Susan L. Smalley, Ph.D. and Diana Winston  
(https://amzn.to/2KRQv1A)

• �The�Mindfulness�Prescription�for�Adult�ADHD by Lidia Zylowska, 
M.D.  (https://amzn.to/2GOxTgz)

Music tHerApy

Learn the 21 songs that 
may help you or your 
child boost focus at http://
additu.de/21-songs

http://marc.ucla.edu/
https://www.umassmed.edu/cfm/
https://www.umassmed.edu/cfm/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1582700133/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1582700133&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=e3f52276d9bec41e4aee32fe4c4aa2fb
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0345536932/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0345536932&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=66ca5b0b42bac2f7fc8446bb0a9907b7
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1622035909/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1622035909&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=257baf5e8506745f8037f653a250a7f3
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1622035909/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1622035909&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=257baf5e8506745f8037f653a250a7f3
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1626251797/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1626251797&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=6cb156f257d1770d558e221ac46759c8
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0738213241/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0738213241&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=24830a274489886181d4cba369809381
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1590308476/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1590308476&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=6d0f05e9e470a8ad50014e54f765bec8
http://additu.de/21-songs
http://additu.de/21-songs
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ADDitude ebooks  
available now
additudemag.com/shop

Mindfulness and other natural treatments
the best non-medical treatments for ADHD, including exercise, green 
time, and mindful meditation.

Learn how mindfulness works on ADHD brains, and how to begin practic-
ing it today. Plus, research the benefits of other alternative treatments like 
yoga and deep breathing exercises — including some designed especially for 
kids — as well as the science behind each natural therapy.
>> Learn more about this eBook: http://additu.de/mindful

ADHD Medication and treatment
the latest information on managing medication, starting therapy, evalu-
ating alternative treatments, and more.

You’re relieved to know, finally, that your lifelong symptoms are due to 
ADHD. But now, you have questions — on everything from which medica-
tions are available to how to tell if they’re working properly. In this compre-
hensive special report, you’ll learn how to seek an accurate diagnosis and 
map out a treatment plan that’s right for you. 
>> Learn more about this eBook: http://additu.de/treatment

A Parent’s Guide to ADHD, Diet, and nutrition
the foods, vitamins, minerals, supplements, and herbs that can help 
your child manage symptoms.

What is a good ADHD diet? Is sugar the enemy? What about gluten? Dairy? 
In this comprehensive special report, we detail the connection between 
the food your child eats and the severity of his hyperactivity, inattention, 
and impulsivity, covering topics from artificial dyes and flavors to the right 
amount of protein.
>> Learn more about this eBook: http://additu.de/nutrition

free ADDitude  
downloads
11 ADHD coping 
Mechanisms
Dr. William Dodson’s 11 ADHD-
tested treatment strategies that 
really work.

Secrets of the ADHD Brain
Learn why we think, act, and feel 
the way we do.

Music for Healthy ADHD 
Brains
8 of the best songs to help you or 
your child focus.

ADHD vitamins and 
Supplements
Find out which herbs, vitamins, 
and nutritional supplements may 
help control some symptoms of 
ADHD.

9 Foods to eat (And Avoid) 
for improved ADHD 
Symptoms
Your guide to a high-protein, low-
sugar, no-additive diet.

Fish oil for ADHD
Learn how omega-3 supplements 
can help improve focus in kids and 
adults with ADHD.

Mobile Apps for Better 
Sleep
Easy-to-use resources to over-
come common ADHD sleep 
challenges.

find these and many  
more free adHd  
resources online at:
http://additu.de/
freedownloads

http://additudemag.com/shop
http://additu.de/mindful
http://additu.de/treatment
http://additu.de/nutrition
http://additu.de/freedownloads
http://additu.de/freedownloads


expert Webinar replays: 
neurofeedback and cognitive training for Kids
>> http://additu.de/neuro

Is brain training — including neurofeedback and cognitive training (CT) — 
really all it’s cracked up to be? Is it safe for kids? Is it worth the money? Naomi 
Steiner, M.D., shares the research behind some computer-based alternative 
therapies so you can make an informed decision before treating your child.

Sound Medicine for your child’s ADHD Brain
>> http://additu.de/sound

Music can be a powerful catalyst for learning in children with ADHD or LD 
— but most parents aren’t sure how to harness it. In this expert webinar, with 
Sharlene Habermeyer, M.A., learn how music develops three key areas of the 
brain, how music can improve your child’s reading and math skills, and which 
songs work best.

How cognitive Behavioral therapy unlocks 
Productivity
>> http://additu.de/cbt

CBT is not a magic pill to cure ADHD symptoms. But more and more adults to-
day are using it, and with good reason: research confirms the benefits of CBT as 
an effective and life-changing therapy for people with attention and executive-
function deficits. Learn how faulty thinking sabotages ADHD coping mecha-
nisms, and what adults can do to change course.

How Diet, Sleep, and exercise reduce ADHD Symptoms
>> http://additu.de/natural

Medications are an important part of the treatment toolkit for many with 
ADHD. But they don’t work for everyone, and don’t always control every 
symptom — which means that kids with ADHD needs a holistic treatment 
plan that incorporates diet, sleep, and regular exercise in order to get the 
best results. In this expert webinar, learn how to set up the most effective 
plan for your child’s needs.

Best Strategies for Stressed-out Moms raising Kids 
with ADHD
>> http://additu.de/stressed-out

Feel like you’re approaching burnout? You’re not alone. Mental and physical 
exhaustion are common in parents of special-needs children. Kirk Martin, 
founder of CelebrateCalm, shares helpful tips to relieve the stress and make 
parenthood a little easier and more manageable.

free adHd 
newsletters from 
ADDitude
Sign up to receive criti-
cal news and information 
about ADHD diagnosis 
and treatment, success at 
school, adult ADHD, and 
parenting strategies:  
http://additu.de/newsletter

Adult ADHD and lD
Expert advice on managing your 
household, time, money, career, 
and relationships

Parenting children with 
ADHD and lD 
Strategies and support for par-
ents on behavior and discipline, 
time management, disorganiza-
tion, and making friends.

ADHD and lD at School
How to get classroom accom-
modations, finish homework, 
work with teachers, find the right 
schools, and much more.

treating ADHD
Treatment options for attention 
deficit including medications, 
food, supplements, brain training, 
mindfulness and other alternative 
therapies.

For Women with ADHD
Managing ADHD on the job, 
running a household, dealing  
with challenging emotions, and 
much more.
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http://additu.de/sound
http://additu.de/cbt
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