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Diet cannot cure ADHD. There is no magic food plan or supplement regime 
to erase distractibility, disorganization, or impulsivity. But science shows us 
that healthy, whole foods can improve brain health — particularly if that 
brain has ADHD. Breaking bad eating habits is never easy, but even more 
difficult may be separating fact from fiction to devise the most effective diet 
and lifestyle plan. This is where this special report comes in.

In this comprehensive guide, learn what comprises a healthy ADHD diet: 
which foods promote brain health, which do not, which vitamins and sup-
plements show demonstrable effects, and which are a waste of money.

“Diet” need not be a four-letter word. A healthy, well-rounded diet can help 
improve mood, boost focus, and trim waistlines. Whether you’re using nu-
trition as a supplement to medication, or pursuing it as a stand-alone treat-
ment, this report contains critical information about managing your ADHD 
or your child’s ADHD with food and vitamins. Eat it up!

Sincerely, 
The ADDitude editors 

Letter from the Editors

The ADDitude Guide to

Diet & Nutrition  
for ADHD
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ADHD and Diet: Quick Tips

Research shows a direct correlation between what you feed your body and 
how your brain functions. Diet and nutrition impact cognition, attention, 
sleep, and mood. According to Harvard Health Publications, people who 
eat “clean” or “whole” diets — meaning diets high in vegetables, fruits, 
unprocessed grains, and lean meats — are more likely to experience better 
emotional health.1

And when it comes to individuals with ADHD, the results are even more 
profound. A February 2017 study published in Pediatrics found that chil-
dren who ate an unhealthy “Western” diet — high in processed meats, 
fast foods, high-fat dairy products, and sugar — were more likely to have 
ADHD than were children who ate a more natural “Mediterranean” diet.2 
Another study, published in the Journal of Attention Disorders in 2010,  
showed that an unhealthy diet doubled the risk of receiving an ADHD diag-
nosis, compared with a healthier diet. 3, 4 

Let us be clear: When it comes to controlling impulsivity, inattention, and 
other symptoms, there is no substitute for medication and behavioral thera-
py, which are clearly the most effective approaches.

Still, adults and parents of children with attention deficit have long reported 
a connection between the kinds of foods they eat and the symptoms they ex-
perience. Now, science is beginning to add credence to those observations.

Nutrition affects the ADHD brain in three ways:
1. Brain cells, like other cells in the body, need proper nutrition to carry 

out their functions.

2. The myelin sheath, which covers the axons of brain cells (like insula-
tion covers electrical wires), needs the right levels of nutrients to speed 
transmission of the electrical signals between brain cells.

3. Neurotransmitters — dopamine, serotonin, and norepinephrine — are 
also dependent on diet for proper function.

If the right nutrients aren’t accessible to the brain, its circuits misfire. But 
which nutrients are most critical — and how can you get them to your brain? 

Treatment
Reviews
Read what real 
ADDitude readers have 
to say about vitamins, 
supplements, and other 
natural treatments 
http://additu.de/review

The ADDitude Guide to

Diet & Nutrition  
for ADHD
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Sandy Newmark, M.D., author of ADHD Without Drugs, says the most impor-
tant rules for people with ADHD include the following:

1.    Avoid artificial colors, flavors, and preservatives in processed foods.5 
They aren’t really food; our bodies did not evolve to tolerate them. 
Steer clear of them as much as possible. Also avoid certain preserva-
tives such as nitrites, BHA and BHT,6 sodium benzoate,7 and artificial 
sweeteners.8  For more on artificial colors and flavors, see page 21.

2. Eliminate refined sugars. Foods high in  refined sugars  can impair 
brain function (namely, executive function) and can even exacerbate 
mood disorder symptoms. Why? These foods can promote a sense of 
satiety, making it easy to skip out on proteins, omega-3 fatty acids, and 
other important nutrients that are protective against these and other 
ADHD symptoms. As the saying goes in nutrition science, it’s what 
you are not eating that is as important as what you are. For more on 
cutting back sugars, see page 25.

3. Consider an elimination diet. Food sensitivities and allergies are sur-
prisingly common in people with ADHD. According to Newmark, 25 
to 50 percent of all children with ADHD have some kind of sensitivity 
or allergy to dairy, gluten, corn, soy, eggs, nuts, citrus, or any product 
with artificial colors, flavors, or preservatives. The only way to know 
for sure if you have a sensitivity is to eliminate the food from your diet 
for a short period of time, and then observe the results after you rein-
troduce it. For more information on starting an elimination diet, see 
page 27.

4.  If you take just one supplement, make it omega-3. Besides being good 
for heart health, omega-3 fatty acids have been shown to improve 
symptoms of ADHD such as behavior, cognitive skills, and focus. Me-
ta-analysis of numerous studies shows that ADHD-optimized doses 
of omega-3s are about 40 percent as effective as stimulants in reliev-
ing symptoms. Research also suggests that striking the right balance 
between omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids is important, and should 
be undertaken with a physician’s help. For more on picking the right 
omega-3 supplement for you, see page 33.

5.  Test for mineral deficiencies. Low levels of common minerals — like 
zinc, magnesium, and B6 — can increase distraction and fatigue in 
anyone, and the effect on someone with ADHD may be even more 
profound. A quick blood test can determine if you’re low on any criti-
cal nutrients, and simple changes in your diet, as well as supplemen-
tation, can help correct this. For more on the science behind supple-
ments, see page 36.

Personal Story
“How cleaner eating 
helped my son manage 
his ADHD” 
http://additu.de/clean
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6. Employ behaviorial strategies for healthier eating. Healthy eating 
habits may lead to improved ADHD symptoms, which in turn pow-
ers healthier eating habits. This cycle is powerful, and understandably 
daunting. To begin, try these behavioral strategies in your home: 

 •  Practice good sleep hygiene. Sleep deprivation is a major contribut-
ing factor to other health issues.

 •  Read nutritional labels and avoid foods with ingredients you don’t 
recognize. Fresh is best. 

 •  Practice mindful eating by keeping a food diary and purposefully 
pausing in your meals to think about and describe what you are 
tasting. 

 •  Plan your family’s meals and snacks — both recipes adn times — to 
avoid mindless, unhealthy snacking and take-out meals. 

For more behavioral strategies for diet and nutrition, see page 69.

The ADDitude Guide to

Diet & Nutrition  
for ADHD
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A healthy lifestyle plan requires more than just cutting out a few bad foods. 
To build sustainable change, you must also begin adding in the right ones — 
mainly fruits and vegetables, complex carbs, and some lean protein — with 
every meal. 

“Nutrition can really make a huge difference in the success of adults with 
ADHD,” says Sandy Newmark, M.D., founder of the Center for Pediatric In-
tegrative Medicine in San Francisco. “I’ve seen time and time again in my 
practice that simple nutritional changes, like adding protein to breakfast or 
lunch, can really, really make a difference.” 

Those “simple changes” look different for everyone — but here are some 
smart, general rules to follow:

Balanced Meals
We all know it’s smart to “eat a balanced diet” — but what does that really 
mean in practice? Essentially, it means you should be eating whole, mostly 
unprocessed foods, from all layers of the “food pyramid.” As a rule of thumb, 
Edward Hallowell, M.D., advises his patients to follow this simple strategy: Fill 
half of the plate with fruits and vegetables, one-fourth with a protein, and 
one-fourth with carbohydrates (the more complex, the better). Not every 
meal needs to strike a perfect balance, but many people with ADHD find it 
easier to keep track of their nutrients on a meal-by-meal basis rather than 
over the course of a day or a week.

Complex Carbs
Carbohydrates include sugars and refined flours, and many people think 
a “low-carb” diet is necessary to avoid the bad effects of these unhealthy 
foods. But carbs are not innately evil. In fact, they are essential. When di-
gested, carbs turn into glucose, which is crucial to many bodily processes. 
“Your brain works exclusively on glucose,” Newmark says. “So, [glucose] is 
very, very important.”

What to Eat

“Nutrition can really 
make a huge difference 
in the success of adults 
with ADHD.” 
—Sandy Newmark, M.D.

The ADDitude Guide to

Diet & Nutrition  
for ADHD
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Carbs affect brain function and mood. The rate at which sugar from a par-
ticular food enters brain cells, and other cells of the body, is called the “gly-
cemic index” (GI). Foods with a high glycemic index stimulate the pancreas 
to secrete high levels of insulin, which causes sugar to empty quickly from 
the blood into the cells. Insulin regulates the ups and downs of blood sugar, 
and the rollercoaster behavior that sometimes goes along with eating high-
glycemic foods. Studies confirm that these ups and downs in blood sugar 
result in a hyperglycemic, stressed-out individual who is often unable to 
concentrate and work well.

Low-glycemic foods deliver a steady supply of sugar, helping a person with 
ADHD control behavior and improve performance.

Eating complex carbohydrates — balanced with protein — is a great way to 
avoid a glycemic rollercoaster. Recommended foods include:

1. Fruits: grapefruit, apples, cherries, oranges, and grapes. Fruits have a 
lower GI than do fruit juices, because the fiber in fruit slows the ab-
sorption of fruit sugar. A whole apple is more brain-friendly than ap-
ple juice; a whole orange better than orange juice. Please note that the 
acid in oranges, grapefruits, and their juices interrupts the absorption 
of short-acting stimulant ADHD medications and should be avoided 
when taking these prescriptions.

2. Cereals and grains: oatmeal, bran, higher-fiber cereals and pastas also 
have a low GI. Corn flakes and sugarcoated breakfast cereals have 
higher GIs, and should be avoided.

3. Vegetables and legumes: legumes, such as soybeans, kidney beans, and 
lentils have the lowest GI of any food. Carrots, eggplant, green beans, 
peppers, lettuce, and tomatoes are also excellent choices. 

4. Dairy products: milk and yogurt have low GIs, slightly higher than 
legumes, but lower than fruits. Plain yogurt has a lower GI than yogurt 
with fruit preserves or sugar added. Check for a dairy intolerance be-
fore leaning too heavily on these foods. 

Serotonin and the ADHD Brain
Serotonin is a neurotransmitter implicated in our mood, sleep, and appetite 
regulation. The majority of serotonin is actually produced in the gastroin-
testinal tract, which is lined with millions of neurons. These neurons are 
influenced by “good” bacteria that can improve the absorption of nutrients 
and activate the neural pathway from the gut to the brain. Lean proteins, 
seafood, fruits and vegetables, and unprocessed grains (without refined  
sugars) have shown to increase serotonin production, according to Roberto 
Olivardia, Ph.D., clinical instructor of psychology at Harvard Medical School.

The Benefits of 
Breakfast
Learn how eating a well- 
balanced meal in the morn-
ing can improve your day 
http://additu.de/breakfast
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Protein
The brain makes a variety of chemical messengers, or neurotransmitters, to 
regulate wakefulness and sleep. Studies by Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology neuroscientist Richard Wurtman, Ph.D., and others have shown that 
protein triggers alertness-inducing neurotransmitters, while carbohydrates 
trigger drowsiness. These findings support the popular belief that people 
with ADHD do better after eating a protein-rich breakfast and lunch. 

Proteins affect brain performance by providing the amino acids from which 
neurotransmitters are made. Neurotransmitters are biochemical messengers 
that carry signals from one brain cell to another. The better you feed these 
messengers, the more efficiently and accurately they deliver the goods, al-
lowing you to be more on top of things at work.

Two amino acids, tryptophan and tyrosine, are important building blocks of 
neurotransmitters. These amino acids influence the four top neurotransmit-
ters — serotonin, which is made from the amino acid tryptophan; as well 
as dopamine, epinephrine, and norepinephrine, which are made from the 
amino acid tyrosine. Tryptophan is an essential amino acid. The body does 
not make it; it must be supplied by the diet. Tyrosine is naturally produced 
in the body; it is also found in many foods, including dairy products, meats, 
fish, eggs, and beans.

When neurotransmitters are firing and brain cells are communicating, focus 
and impulse control both improve. When neurotransmitters fail to commu-
nicate — already likely in an ADHD brain — attention capabilities falter and 
protein becomes even more critical for healthy brain function. Low protein 
levels can also lead to surges in blood sugar, which increase hyperactivity.

“Because the body makes brain-awakening neurotransmitters when you eat 
protein, start your day with a breakfast that includes protein,” says Laura 
Stevens, M.S., a nutritionist at Purdue University and author of 12 Effective 
Ways to Help Your ADD/ADHD Child. “Also look for ways to slip in lean pro-
tein during the day.” Aim to eat within 30 minutes of getting out of bed for 
the best effect — and “don’t stop there,” Stevens added. Spreading out your 
protein intake throughout the day, instead of eating it all at once, makes it 
more likely to be absorbed. 

“Protein helps keep blood sugar levels steady, and prevents the mental de-
clines that come from eating a meal containing too many simple carbs,” says 
Dr. Edward Hallowell.

The ADHD-
Dopamine Link
Learn how brain chem-
istry is aggravating your 
sugar craving 
http://additu.de/crave
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However, excessive protein intake can have a negative effect on your kid-
neys, so don’t go overboard. Children should consume .5 grams of protein 
per pound of body weight each day. Adults should aim to eat .36 grams of 
protein per day per pound of body weight. That means a 150-pound adult 
should consume about 54 grams of protein a day. Servings of food with at 
least 6 to 8 grams of protein — or about 15 percent of an adult’s daily re-
quirement — are listed below:

• 1 ounce lean meat, fish, poultry, cheese, or soy-based meat substitute

• 1 cup of milk, yogurt, or soy-based dairy alternatives (Greek yogurt 
has even more protein — about 13 to 20 grams)

• 1 extra large egg

• ½ cup legumes, like beans or lentils

• 2 tablespoons of nut butter, like peanut or almond

• 1 ounce peanuts, almonds, sunflower seeds, or pumpkin seeds

Protein powders may be a good source of protein, but read product labels 
and beware of high sugar content. Some also contain dairy, which can be 
bad for anyone with ADHD who is sensitive to dairy.

Antioxidants and the ADHD Brain
Foods high in antioxidants — like kale, beans, and many berry varieties — 
protect the brain from oxidative stress, the “waste” produced when the body 
uses oxygen, which can damage cells. Unhealthy foods do not remove this 
waste, and foods with lots of refined sugars may even lead to its build up, 
which is where the antioxidants OPCs become important. 

Oligomeric proanthocyanidins (OPCs) are the polyphenols — or the dark, 
rich colors — found in plants, fruits and vegetables. These naturally oc-
curring micronutrients contain antioxidants and are highly concentrated 
sources of phytochemicals — chemical compounds produced by plants with 
protective or disease preventive properties. 

Preliminary studies demonstrate that OPCs are a safe, natural, and effica-
cious treatment strategy in supporting cognitive function in clients with 
ADHD. In a 1998 study, Marion Sigurdson, Ph.D., found that a regimen of 
OPCs worked just as well as the commonly prescribed stimulant medica-
tions, including Ritalin, on 30 children and adults diagnosed with ADHD.9 

Subsequent research has confirmed these positive impacts of OPCs, and fur-
ther tied them to improved cognitive function, working memory, and brain 
activation.10

The ADDitude Guide to

Diet & Nutrition  
for ADHD
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Jean Carper’s book Miracle Cures includes a chapter on ADHD and OPCs 
that has led to our current understanding of OPCs as the “miracle antioxi-
dant.” “Miracle” or not, OPCs do influence the neurochemistry of ADHD 
brains, specifically in relation to three types of brain waves:

• Alpha waves are the relaxation brain waves produced during medita-
tion or yoga.

• Beta waves are the short, fast brain waves used when we’re paying at-
tention and concentrating.

• Theta waves are the slow waves present during light sleep or day-
dreaming — when we’re unfocused.

A study published in the Journal of Applied Physiology, Nutrition, and Me-
tabolism analyzed a group of adults treated with blueberry extract vs. a pla-
cebo group. Cognitive tests and MRIs showed that the blueberry concentrate 
increased brain activation in areas associated with memory and executive 
function.

Vegetables
There’s really no such thing as too many vegetables. Veggies are high in fiber 
and vitamins, generally low in calories, and are incredibly versatile. Most 
cuisines around the world rely on vegetables — some almost exclusively — 
and they are a critical part of any healthy diet.

With vegetables, variety matters. As a rule of thumb, try to “eat the rainbow” 
everyday by consuming vegetables in a variety of colors, from red to yel-
low to purple. Different colors indicate different nutrients, and you’re more 
likely to stick with a healthy diet if it’s complex and interesting. If you don’t 
like vegetables, try sneaking them into the foods you already eat — tossing a 
handful of spinach into your scrambled eggs, for instance, or throwing some 
chopped peppers into your chicken noodle soup. Small changes can make a 
big difference.

Pesticides are a concern when eating vegetables and fruit, and one we will 
discuss in more detail in the What Not to Eat section.

Fruit
Fruit is nature’s candy. It’s naturally sweet and comes in many varieties, plus 
it’s lower in calories (and sugar) than processed candy. It’s also high in anti-
oxidants, which have been shown to protect the body from “free radicals” — 
molecules that can attack and damage healthy cells. Some studies have found 

Fruit...for Dessert?
Learn how to make fruit-
based treats your kids will love 
http://additu.de/desserts
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that people with ADHD may have higher-than-average levels of free radicals 
— meaning they need even more antioxidants than do people without ADHD.

If you’re used to eating processed candy, a strawberry may no longer satisfy 
your sweet tooth. Mixing different fruits into a smoothie, or dipping them in 
some honey or vanilla yogurt, can be a healthier dessert option that doesn’t 
sacrifice sweetness.

Fats
For years, “fat” was synonymous with “bad.” This led to a surge in fat-free di-
ets and products that, in most cases, replaced the fat with even-worse sugar 
or refined flour. A blanket ban on fat isn’t good for anyone, but it may be 
particularly bad for people with ADHD.

“Fats make up 60 percent of the brain [once water is removed] and the 
nerves that run every system in the body,” says William Sears, M.D., an as-
sociate clinical professor of pediatrics at the University of California, Irvine, 
School of Medicine. “The better the fat in the diet, the better the brain will 
function.”

So what makes something a good or bad fat? We’ll start with the bad:

Trans fats, which are slowly being phased out of the American diet, are 
widely considered the worst type of fat you can eat. The reason? They rarely 
occur in natural whole foods, so they’re almost entirely artificial — which 
causes them to react with your body in unhealthy ways. Unlike other fats, 
trans fats manage to both raise bad cholesterol and lower good cholesterol. 

So where do these unhealthy fats live? Mostly in processed foods. Since trans 
fats add an addictive greasy flavor and also stop food from going bad, the 
processed food industry adds them to many products: fast food, snack foods 
like potato chips, fried food, and processed baked goods. Margarine, short-
ening, coffee creamer, and refrigerated dough also usually contain trans fats. 
The FDA only requires food manufacturers to list trans fats if they exceed a 
certain amount, so you could be eating trans fats without knowing it.

How can you protect yourself and your family from these unhealthy, hard-
to-identify fats? When checking food labels, look for the phrase “partially 
hydrogenated vegetable oil” in the ingredients — the phrase is food industry 
lingo for “trans fats.” Don’t buy any food that has partially hydrogenated oils 
— and when eating out, choose restaurants that have publicly committed to 
eliminating trans fats from their menus.

“The better the fat in 
the diet, the better the 
brain will function.”
—William Sears, M.D.
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Saturated fats, the fats that are found in meat, butter, and cheese, are still 
a source of great debate. For years, scientists thought that overconsump-
tion of saturated fats raised “bad cholesterol” and put patients at greater risk 
for heart disease. However, dozens of recent studies show no link between 
saturated fat and heart disease, and have even shown that, while saturated 
fat does occasionally raise “bad cholesterol,” it can actually raise “good cho-
lesterol,” too.11 12 As Newmark says, “The jury is still out on that” — but, he 
adds, “A reasonable amount of saturated fat is OK.”

Don’t start slathering your steak with butter just yet. Small amounts of satu-
rated fat from lean meats, yogurt, and unprocessed cheese are likely safe — 
and may even be good for you. Just aim for moderation!

Unsaturated fats, on the other hand, are the epitome of “good fats” — they’re 
the ones you should include in your diet as much as possible. Unsaturated 
fats come from nuts, certain unprocessed vegetable oils (reach for canola or 
olive oil when you’re cooking), fish, and avocado. Unsaturated fats are chock 
full of omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids, and they help your body absorb 
vitamins and nutrients from other foods — which explains why a totally fat-
free diet isn’t the right choice for anyone. 

Studies have shown that eating unsaturated fats improves blood cholesterol 
(raising good cholesterol and lowering bad) and may even lower your risk 
of heart disease — all while giving your ADHD brain the energy it needs. 
A well-nourished brain, fed with plenty of healthy fats, has been shown to 
boost focus and cognitive function.

Omega-3 Fatty Acids
Omega-3 fatty acids are found in tuna, salmon, nuts, and olive oil, and are 
very helpful for the ADHD brain. Studies show that it helps decrease inat-
tention and hyperactivity while boosting working memory, emotional regu-
lation, and sleep. For more detail, see page 33. 

Water
Your body is essentially 80 percent water — and that includes your brain. If 
your brain is dehydrated, you won’t be able to focus or think clearly. Unfor-
tunately, dehydration can sneak up on you — especially if you’re drinking 
caffeine or alcohol — and your body won’t always alert you that you’re dehy-
drated by sending you thirst signals. It’s important to stay ahead of dehydra-
tion by drinking plenty of water throughout the day.

Sleep, Protein, 
Water
Learn about the three neces-
sities of the ADHD brain 
http://additu.de/spw
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“To know whether you are drinking enough water for your brain, a good 
general rule is to drink half your weight in ounces per day,” says Tana Amen, 
R.N. — up to about 120 ounces a day. That means a 150-pound adult should 
aim to drink about 75 ounces of water a day — a little more than 9 cups. 

Your daily water intake will come, in part, from fruits, vegetables, and other 
foods you eat — but when it comes to what you drink, plain water is always 
best. In fact, most Americans can cut out about 400 daily calories from their 
diets just by eliminating sugary drinks and fruit juices! “That allows you to 
either eat more healthy food or eliminate a lot of calories, if you are trying to 
shed pounds,” Amen says. If you work out, make sure to replenish lost water 
after you’re done (or during your workout, particularly if you’re a serious 
athlete).

Some people — particularly those with ADHD, who may be more prone to 
having a “sweet tooth” — don’t think they enjoy the taste of water. If that’s 
the case, try adding lemon, lime, or other fruits; you can also reach for 
naturally-flavored seltzers, which usually have no added sugar and provide 
the additional satisfaction of carbonation. You can also wean yourself off of 
sweetened beverages by mixing water into your sweet drink a little at a time. 
Start with 3 parts sweet drink to 1 part water — then add a little more water 
each day until the drink is mostly water. You’ll need to be patient, but even-
tually, your body will relearn to crave water when it’s thirsty.

If you forget to drink water throughout the day, try setting reminders in 
your phone to go off once an hour or so. There are also apps — like iHydrate 
or Water Alert — that can help you track your water input and notify you 
when you need to drink more. Alternatively, carry a reusable water bottle 
with you everywhere you go, and resolve to take a small drink whenever you 
notice it’s there. You’ll get in the habit of staying hydrated in no time.

Herbs and Spices for the ADHD Brain
Turmeric, found in curry, contains a chemical that has been shown to 
decrease the plaque in the brain thought to be responsible for Alzheimer’s 
disease.13

In several studies,14 a saffron extract was found to be as effective as antide-
pressant medication.

Scientific evidence has shown that rosemary, thyme, and sage help boost 
memory.15
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Cinnamon has been shown to help improve attention and blood sugar 
regulation.16 It is high in antioxidants and is a natural aphrodisiac.

Garlic and oregano boost blood flow to the brain.17

The hot spicy taste of ginger, cayenne, and black pepper comes from gin-
gerols, capsaicin, and piperine, compounds that help boost metabolism.18

Caffeine and the ADHD Brain
According to Dr. Roberto Olivardia, caffeine can unlock benefits to the adult 
ADHD  brain when consumed in moderate amounts — and when in the 
form of coffee, not soda. Individual responses, however, are based on many 
variables. 

Caffeine has been shown to improve working memory, decrease fatigue, 
and speed reaction times. Some adults with ADHD also say drinking a small 
amount an hour or two before bed helps with sleep, as it helps them focus 
on falling asleep and not be distracted by other thoughts. This varies widely 
though, as some adults with ADHD have major disruptions in sleep if they 
have caffeine, in any amount, after a certain time of day. Excess caffeine can 
also cause increased irritability and anxiety. 

The Mayo Clinic reports 400 milligrams of caffeine each day is safe for an 
adult; that’s about four cups of coffee.19 In children, the maximum caffeine 
intake varies by age, with the 4- to 6-year-old age range at 45 milligrams per 
day, and 85 milligrams (roughly one 8-ounce cup) for a 10 to 12-year-old. 
Pregnant women or those trying to conceive should limit caffeine to a maxi-
mum of 300 milligrams per day.

A 2011 study published in the Journal of Medical Hypotheses and Ideas re-
ports tea consumption may prove effective to help treat ADHD in adults.20 
Another study that same year found a significant improvement in attention 
deficit disorder in rats who consumed caffeine.21

A 2014 review in the journal Psychopharmacol called for further investiga-
tion of caffeine’s therapeutic potential as a therapy or an adjunctive agent in 
ADHD.22 And a 2013 study published in European Neuropsychopharmacol-
ogy suggests that caffeine could be useful as a treatment, as it appears to nor-
malize levels of dopamine and improve attention in people with ADHD.23
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Dairy. Gluten. Food dyes. Un-organic produce. The list of things that people 
with ADHD shouldn’t eat goes on and on — depending on who you ask 
or what studies you read. But every person with ADHD is different, and 
what increases your hyperactivity may not cause any discernible difference 
for someone else with ADHD. In this chapter, we outline some of the most 
common triggers for ADHD symptoms, but keep in mind that the effects 
described aren’t universal. It’s important to work with your doctor to deter-
mine if any of these foods has a negative effect on your focus or impulsivity.

Artificial Flavors, Dyes, and Preservatives
Some studies (published in The Lancet,24 Pediatrics,25 and Journal of Pediat-
rics)26 suggest that artificial food dyes and flavors may contribute to ADHD 
symptoms, particularly in children. No similar studies have been done on 
adults, but anecdotal evidence — and general knowledge about food sen-
sitivities — suggests that the link between food dyes and hyperactivity may 
continue beyond adolescence.

“Although overall effects are small, it’s clear that food dyes worsen ADHD 
symptoms in some children,” says Joel Nigg, Ph.D., director of the ADHD 
Research Program at Oregon Health and Science University. “Children ex-
perience more hyperactivity and reduced attention and focus. There is some 
secondary evidence of effects on irritability, but most studies did not look at 
this formally. Food dyes probably make children with and without ADHD 
more irritable. However, in most cases, ADHD is an accumulation of mul-
tiple risk factors. The effect of food dyes is more significant in a child with 
ADHD who is more sensitive to them.”

If you think food dyes are compromising your ability to focus, try this for 
one week: Avoid foods and drinks that list on their labels U.S. certified color 
Red #40, Blue #2, Yellow #5 (Tartrazine), Yellow #6 (Sunset Yellow), as well 
as sodium benzoate, a common preservative. Observe your behavior as best 
you can — but since it’s hard to be totally self-aware, you may need to enlist 
a spouse or close friend to observe you, too. Are you more likely to sit still 
or see tasks through to completion? Are you paying better attention to your 
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boss’ instructions or your brother’s long-winded stories? Take notes on spe-
cific activities, if you find it helpful.

After a week, reintroduce artificial dyes by squeezing a few drops of food 
coloring into a glass of water and drinking it. Note your behavior for two or 
three hours. If there is no change, try drinking a second glass. If you feel that 
you have become significantly more hyperactive or distractible, it’s likely 
you are experiencing a reaction to the artificial dyes.

If you think a negative reaction has been established, try cutting food dyes 
out of your diet entirely. But this won’t be easy; they appear in many foods 
that we eat every day, and can even lurk in foods and products that don’t ap-
pear artificially colored. Here are some tips to root out dyes from your diet, 
and to make the transition easier:

1. Substitute 100 percent fruit juices — or if you’re able, plain water — 
for any soft drink, sports drink, or other sweet beverage that you drink 
on a day-to-day basis. Most sweetened beverages that you can pur-
chase in a store are packed to the brim with artificial colors and flavors. 
100 percent fruit juice is often just as sweet — without the extra junk.

2. Bake your own desserts, if you can. Candy, cake mixes, and many 
store-bought sweets have artificial colors and flavors. If you’re not a 
baker, but still have a sweet tooth, some store-bought options are con-
sidered “safe” from artificial dyes. Pepperidge Farm Chessman Cook-
ies, for instance, are easy to find in most local grocery stores — and are 
free of dyes, low in sugar, and tasty to boot! The grocery store chain 
Whole Foods is another option — it pledges that every item sold is 
free of artificial colors, flavors, and sweeteners. Whole Foods may be 
too expensive for some families’ weekly grocery shopping, but the oc-
casional sweet treat may be in reach.

3. Steer clear of colorful cereals. It’s no surprise that the bright colors 
in Fruity Pebbles and Apple Jacks don’t come naturally; they’re loaded 
with food dyes and preservatives. General Mills has started removing 
artificial colors from many of its cereals, but it’s always safest to check 
the label. If you must have cereal in the morning, reach for General 
Mills, Cheerios, Kix, or plain oatmeal.

4. Ditto for snacks. Brightly colored snack foods like Cheetos are swim-
ming in artificial dyes. Reach for plain tortilla chips, pretzels, or pea-
nuts instead.

5. Check your condiments. Barbeque sauces, mustard, and some ketch-
up products contain artificial dyes. Hunt’s Original doesn’t, nor does 
anything made by the Trader Joe’s store brand. 

Fun ADHD-Friendly 
Snacks
A mom tests out flavorful 
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6. Think beyond food. Artificial dyes lurk in a lot of products we use 
every day, like toothpaste, mouthwash, or even medicine. If you’re se-
rious about eliminating dyes from your diet, make sure you check the 
ingredient list on any product that goes in your mouth. Crest tooth-
paste, for instance, contains blue dye; Colgate’s Original is free of it. 
Clear, natural mouthwashes are a good substitute for the brightly col-
ored varieties that line the shelves. 

Not all food coloring comes from artificial sources. Natural food color-
ings can give food a bright color without the potential to exacerbate ADHD 
symptoms. If your food looks like it’s been colored, check the label; if you see 
only these natural food dyes on the ingredient list, it’s okay to eat:

• Annatto

• Anthocyanin

• Beta carotene

• Caramel

• Carmine (note for vegans and vegetarians: carmine is made from the 
cochineal bug, and is thus considered non-vegan; vegetarians can de-
cide at their discretion)

• Chlorophyll

• Paprika

• Red beets

• Saffron

• Turmeric

Many U.S. companies are beginning to realize that excessive use of food dyes 
hurts the bottom line — and they’re taking concrete steps to cut back. “In 
early 2015, Nestle announced that it will remove all artificial food dyes from 
its candies,” says Laura Stevens, M.S. “A couple days later, Hershey said its 
labels would have ‘simpler ingredients that are easy to understand.’ Kraft 
has committed to removing all yellow dyes from its macaroni and cheese. 
Taco Bell and Panera have committed to stop using artificial colors or high 
fructose corn syrup. General Mills is already removing dyes from some of its 
cereals.” And the grocery chain, Aldi, committed to removing artificial dyes 
in its store-brand products back in 2015. Changes to the food system in the 
United States will be slow, but progress is already happening — making it 
easier than it’s been in a long time to find foods that are free of artificial dyes.

“Changes to the food 
system will be slow, 
but progress is already 
happening.”  
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The Feingold Diet 
If you’re considering eliminating food dye from your diet, you’ve probably 
heard of the Feingold diet. For those who haven’t, the Feingold diet is a spe-
cific type of diet devised by Ben Feingold, M.D., in the early 1970s. The diet 
was originally designed for an adult patient with a severe case of hives, but 
Dr. Feingold noted that behavioral changes occurred in the patients he stud-
ied — a potential link between food and behavior that he expanded upon in 
his 1974 book, Why Your Child Is Hyperactive. 

The Feingold diet requires users to diligently eliminate artificial flavors, col-
ors, and sweeteners, as well as three artificial preservatives. Some foods and 
other products containing salicylate (a chemical related to aspirin) are also 
eliminated at the start of the diet, but are tested for tolerance later. The diet 
is intended to reduce or eliminate ADHD symptoms in certain people. The 
Feingold diet is controversial; many ADHD experts dismiss it as ineffective, 
some support it, and many families continue to swear by it. 

The Feingold diet requires diligence and self-control. According to Fein-
gold’s original theory, even one bite of a “banned food” could trigger a reac-
tion; now, however, representatives from the Feingold Association say that 
such a rigid approach is usually not necessary. 

Though the diet is mainly recommended for children with attention prob-
lems, the Feingold Association says it can help treat asthma, eczema, mi-
graines, or other behavioral problems not necessarily related to ADHD. And 
while the Feingold diet is most commonly used to help children, it is appro-
priate for individuals of any age.

No well-designed studies have been conducted on the Feingold program 
as a whole, but many have been conducted on various aspects of the diet. 
A 2004 meta-analysis, for example, supports the hypothesis that artificial 
food dyes promote hyperactivity, and that sensitivity to these dyes may not 
be limited to people with clear-cut hyperactivity symptoms. The reviewer 
pointed out that most studies were done using doses of food dye far below 
what people may be exposed to in the real world. A 2007 study, published in 
Lancet, found that food additives — particularly artificial colors and the pre-
servative sodium benzoate — increased hyperactivity in 3-, 8-, and 9-year-
old children, with or without ADHD. While in the United States, the FDA 
has been reluctant to require a warning label on products containing food 
dye, that decision has already been made in Europe, leading to the removal 
of many of the artificial food dyes from products and the increasing use of 
natural coloring.27

Feingold Diet 
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The American Academy of Pediatrics wrote in its Grand Rounds, in 2008, 
that “a trial of a preservative-free, food coloring-free diet is a reasonable 
intervention.” An included editor’s note said that the new research may “re-
quire that even we skeptics, who have long doubted parental claims of the 
effects of various foods on the behavior of their children, admit we might 
have been wrong.”28

If you’re interested in starting the diet, The Feingold Association of the Unit-
ed States publishes materials to help people find foods and cook recipes that 
comply with the Feingold diet.

Sugar
Sugar has been called “ADHD kryptonite.” Many affected by ADHD are con-
vinced that sugar has a negative effect on ADHD symptoms. In fact, two 
thirds of 302 parents in one 2003 study said that sugar made their child’s 
symptoms demonstrably worse.29 

Medical experts, on the other hand, aren’t convinced. As evidence, they often 
point to a pair of studies from the 1990s that appeared in the New England 
Journal of Medicine. The first, published in 1994, found that “even when in-
take exceeds typical dietary levels, neither dietary sucrose nor aspartame af-
fects children’s behavior or cognitive function.”30 A similar study, published 
in 1995, reached a similar conclusion — though the possibility that sugar 
may have a slight effect on certain children “cannot be ruled out,” according 
to the study’s authors.31

On the other hand, a study conducted by the University of South Carolina 
concluded that the more sugar consumed by a hyperactive child, the more 
destructive and restless he or she became.32 A study conducted at Yale Uni-
versity indicates that high-sugar diets may increase inattention in some chil-
dren with ADHD.33 No similar studies exist on adults, but some anecdotal 
evidence suggests that sugar’s effects continue into adulthood.

Regardless, most nutrition experts now agree that we eat too much sugar — 
and the less sugar in our diets, the better. If you think sugar increases your 
hyperactivity or inattention — or if you just want to cut it out for health 
reasons — be aware that it hides in your food under various disguises. Other 
names for sugar include:

• Corn sweetener

• Corn syrup

• Corn syrup solids

“Sugar carries loads 
of calories and has no 
real nutritional value. 
People who eat lots of 
sweets may be missing 
out on essential 
nutrients that might 
keep them calm and 
focused.” 
—Laura Stevens, M.S.
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• Dehydrated cane juice

• Dextrin

• Dextrose

• High Fructose Corn Syrup

• Maltodextrin

• Malt syrup

• Maltose

• Molasses

• Rice syrup

• Saccharose

• Sorghum or sorghum syrup

• Sucrose

If you have a sweet tooth, cutting out sugar can be difficult. Going cold tur-
key might be too much to ask — though many experts recommend a “sugar-
free month” at least once a year — so it’s often better to transition slowly to 
a lower-sugar lifestyle. To do so, try following these rules:

1. Manage the candy your child brings home. If it’s a special occasion like 
Halloween or Christmas, make a deal beforehand about exactly how 
much candy he can consume each day and put a limit on how many 
days this can go on. Or you can “buy” the candy from your child, so he 
can purchase something else he really wants. 

2. Check labels. Like food dyes, sugar can lurk where you least expect it. 
Products that don’t seem sugary — like breads, pasta sauces, and hum-
mus — might still have it; luckily, most of these are easy to replace. A 
few seconds checking a label at the grocery store can go a long way 
toward managing your child’s ADHD symptoms.

3. Set a good example at Halloween by giving out sugar-free chewing gum 
— or inedible items, like fancy pencils or nickels or dimes. If candy is a 
must, then look for white peppermints sweetened with sorbitol. 

4. Substitute nuts, a platter of fresh veggies, or colorful fruits with tasty 
dips for the chocolate candies and cake served at gatherings. 

5. Instead of super sugary cookies, try Pepperidge Farm Chessman Cook-
ies — one of the few commercial varieties on the market low in sugar 
and free of food dyes. Or better yet, make your own cookies if you 
have time. A homemade oatmeal raisin cookie or bar can be a much 

Pumpkin Protein 
Bars
Try this easy recipe to satisfy 
your sweet tooth — without 
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healthier alternative to packaged sweets. There are even some brownie 
mixes with healthy ingredients and significantly less sugar than many 
store-bought desserts. 

6. Serve chilled punch, made with 100 percent fruit juice, in brightly col-
ored cups when your child wants something sweet. Avoid fruit “drinks” 
or “cocktails,” both of which are higher in sugar. When serving juice, 
try diluting it to ¼ to ½ strength with water, and accompany it with 
sandwiches made of meats or nut butter on whole-grain bread. The 
protein in the meat and the fiber in the whole grain will help maintain 
steady blood sugar levels. 

When you’re feeling hungry, or craving sugar, Dr. Newmark suggests these 
healthy low-sugar snack suggestions:

• Carrots, snap peas, or any other vegetables cut up and eaten plain, or 
dipped in hummus, guacamole, or salsa

• Apples, pears, or other sweet fruits, dipped in peanut or almond but-
ter, yogurt, or unsweetened melted chocolate

• Nuts of any kind

• Whole-grain crackers and cheese

• Whole-grain tortillas with beans or meat

“Avoid most of those frozen ‘pockets’ and other prepared, processed snacks,” 
Newmark says. “They are generally high in fat and sodium and low in nutri-
ents.” As a healthier option, he suggests Amy’s Kitchen Organic Broccoli and 
Cheese in a Pocket or Wild Harvest Beef Burrito. Keep fruits and vegetables 
in view as much as possible; people with ADHD are very visual, and are less 
likely to eat veggies and fruits that are hiding in the back of the refrigerator.

Allergies and Sensitivities 
A few years ago, The Lancet published the results of a study that gauged 
diet’s effect on ADHD symptoms.34  Researchers recruited 100 children with 
ADHD, and placed 50 of them on a restricted diet consisting mainly of rice, 
meat, vegetables, pears, and water, with some children getting a few other 
foods. The other 50, the control group, received a normal diet. At the end of 
five weeks, 64 percent of the children on the restricted diet had significant 
improvement in their ADHD symptoms, while none of the children in the 
control group had improved. Four other studies, all done since the 1980s, 
have shown similar results: Eliminating certain foods from the diet may sig-
nificantly help some people with ADHD who are more sensitive to common 
trigger foods.
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It is important to distinguish food sensitivities from food allergies. A food 
allergy is an allergic reaction to a certain food that can be detected by a skin 
or blood test. Most people with ADHD do not have food allergies, although 
some might. If you suspect you have a food allergy, go to a doctor right away, 
as some can be life threatening. A food sensitivity is evident when a food 
causes some type of physical or behavioral symptom in a person, but no true 
allergy can be found through testing methods. Food sensitivities can cause 
stomachaches, rashes, headaches, or, in the case of ADHD, increased hyper-
activity, impulsivity, and lack of concentration. A negative blood or skin test 
for food allergies does not mean that a food sensitivity does not exist.

The best way to find out if you have a food sensitivity is through an elimina-
tion diet wherein you remove one or more foods for a period of time while 
gauging for improved ADHD symptoms. There are three types of elimina-
tion diets:

1. The “oligoantigenic” or “few foods” diet is strict, eliminating nearly 
all foods except a limited number that generally cause no problems. 
This diet is mainly used in research studies. If you’re looking to do it 
yourself, it may be difficult, but it can be done. An oligoantigenic diet 
consists solely of:

a. Lamb
b. Chicken
c. Potatoes
d. Rice
e. Bananas
f. Apples
g. Cucumbers
h. Celery 
i. Carrots
j. Parsnips
k. Cabbage
l. Cauliflower
m. Broccoli
n. Salt
o. Pepper
p. Vitamin supplements

2. The multiple-food elimination diet is a less strict option that re-
moves foods that most commonly cause food sensitivities. A com-
monly used version eliminates dairy products, wheat, corn, soy, eggs, 
nuts, citrus, and artificial colors and flavors.

Resource 
For parents of children 
with allergies, check out:  
Eatright.org
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3. The single-food elimination diet removes only one or two foods at  
a time.

Most people with ADHD find it easiest to try a variation on a single-food 
elimination diet, which can be undertaken at home without help from a di-
etician. If you believe that one or two foods may be affecting you, eliminate 
those foods for three weeks. Dr. Newmark, typically recommends that his 
patients begin by eliminating dairy or gluten to start, as they cause the most 
common problems.

If you notice improved focus, behavior, or other classic ADHD symptoms 
(again, you may need to enlist a friend or family member to help you track 
your behavior), add the food or foods back. If you eliminated several foods 
at once, add them back one at a time. If symptoms return when you reintro-
duce a food, you have your answer! 

Don’t get discouraged if life gets in the way of your elimination diet. Most 
successful patients must try the process a few times before figuring out 
whether they’re really experiencing a food sensitivity or if something else 
is to blame — perhaps a sleepless night caused your lack of focus, not the 
gluten you ate for breakfast. It’s best to begin an elimination diet when your 
life is relatively stable, so do not attempt one during a busy time at work or 
before a big move.

How well will it work for you? Unfortunately, there is no easy way to diag-
nose food sensitivities. In many cases, if a patient has allergies, eczema, or 
gastrointestinal problems, he is more likely to experience a food sensitivity. 
But this isn’t always the case — some patients who are otherwise healthy also 
respond positively to an elimination diet.

So far, there isn’t a lab test to determine food sensitivity. Some practitioners 
use food sensitivity tests to measure levels of immunoglobulin G antibodies 
to foods (often called an IgG test), but these have not been proven to be reli-
able. In the end, doctors have little choice but to remove suspected foods and 
observe the resulting behavior.

Whenever possible, food sensitivity tests should be supervised by a medical 
doctor or nutritionist, who can help you select the best diet and monitor the 
results. The only exception, as mentioned above, is a single-food elimination 
diet. Even then, it is important to strictly eliminate foods and carefully mon-
itor results. Use a calendar or computer program to help log regular notes.

Dr. Newmark says most of his patients respond well to an elimination diet. 
His practice focuses on children, but he says he has observed positive effects 

“Don’t get 
discouraged if life gets 
in the way of your 
elimination diet.”
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in adults as well, and there’s not much to lose — other than some ice cream 
and yogurt!

Pesticides
Evidence suggests that pesticide exposure is linked to ADHD, but the sci-
ence explaining how that link manifests is incomplete. In one study of more 
than 1,100 children, for instance, those with high levels of pesticides in their 
urine were more than twice as likely to have ADHD as were those with low 
levels.35 Another study, published in 2015, found that teen boys who had 
been exposed to a certain pesticide were more than three times as likely 
to have ADHD as boys who hadn’t been exposed.36 On the other hand, no 
research has yet shown that decreasing pesticide exposure will improve 
ADHD symptoms in children or adults who already have ADHD — so even 
if pesticide exposure causes ADHD (which hasn’t yet been proven), there 
may not be much you can do to reverse its effects.

ADHD aside, pesticides have other, verifiably negative effects on our health, 
and have even been linked to certain cancers and other long-term health 
problems. As such, Dr. Newmark recommends that anyone with ADHD 
limit pesticide exposure as much as possible. Buy organic food, especially 
fruits and vegetables, if you can afford it. If you can’t, or can’t find all the 
organic produce you need, washing fruits and vegetables removes some of 
the pesticide residue, as does peeling. Some offerings in the produce aisle 
are bigger culprits than others, so avoid foods with the highest levels of pes-
ticides. The Environmental Working Group recommends steering clear of 
these foods:  
The “Dirty Dozen” — Fruits and Vegetables with the Highest Amount of 
Pesticides

• Apples

• Celery

• Cherry Tomatoes

• Cucumbers

• Grapes

• Nectarines

• Peaches

• Potatoes

• Snap Peas

• Spinach

Toxins and ADHD 
Are everyday toxins linked 
to the rise in ADHD 
diagnosis? An expert 
weighs in 
http://additu.de/toxins
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• Strawberries

• Sweet Bell Peppers

The “Clean Fifteen” — Fruits and Vegetables with the Lowest Amount of 
Pesticides

• Asparagus

• Avocados

• Cabbage

• Cantaloupe

• Cauliflower

• Eggplant

• Grapefruit

• Kiwi

• Mangoes

• Onions

• Papayas

• Pineapples

• Sweet Corn

• Sweet Peas (frozen)

• Sweet Potatoes 

More on Pesticides 
Find the complete 
breakdown of how 
pesticides impact 
certain foods on the 
Environmental Working 
Group’s website 
https://www.ewg.org/
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Sometimes, eating the right things and avoiding the “wrong” things is 
enough to control ADHD symptoms — but not always. If you’ve made all the 
changes listed in the preceding chapters and you still feel that your ADHD 
symptoms are out of control, you might consider boosting your diet with 
specific supplements and herbs. In this chapter, we outline the vitamins and 
herbs backed by the most scientific research.

Omega-3 Fatty Acids
Omega-3 fatty acids are among the good unsaturated fats mentioned in the 
preceding section. They’ve been extensively studied and have been shown 
to improve several aspects of ADHD behavior: hyperactivity, impulsivity 
and concentration.37 As a result, many doctors recommend that all patients 
with ADHD take omega-3 fatty acids. 

Omega-3s are essential fats important for normal brain function. They are 
called “essential” fats because the body must get them from diet; we can’t 
produce them ourselves. Omega-3s can be found in flaxseed oil, wild rice, 
eggs, and soybeans — but they are by far most abundant in fish, particu-
larly cold-water fatty fish like salmon and tuna. Unless you’re a very dedi-
cated fish eater, you’ll most likely have to supplement, usually with fish oil, 
to achieve healthy levels.

They’ve been extensively studied and have been shown to improve several 
aspects of ADHD: hyperactivity, impulsivity, and concentration. A study 
published in Pediatrics, for instance, found a positive correlation between 
the use of fish oil and reduced symptoms of ADHD.  “A lack of certain poly-
unsaturated fatty acids may contribute to dyslexia and attention-deficit/hy-
peractivity disorder,” reports one of the study’s authors, Paul Montgomery, 
D.Phil., a researcher in the psychiatry department at the University of Ox-
ford in England.38

Another study, conducted at Göteborg University in Sweden, concluded 
that daily doses of omega-3s reduced ADHD symptoms by 50 percent.39  
A third study showed that omega-3s tend to break down more readily in the 
bodies of patients with ADHD than in those without the condition — mean-
ing that when they introduce a supplement, “People with ADHD who have 

Vitamins, Herbs, & Supplements

Omega-3 Reviews
Find out how adults and 
children with ADHD have 
responded to omega-3 
supplements 
http://additu.de/omega-3s
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low blood levels of omega-3s will show the biggest improvement in mental 
focus and cognitive function,” says Richard Brown, M.D., author of How 
to Use Herbs, Nutrients, and Yoga in Mental Health Care.40 “Sometimes the 
change is dramatic.” As a result of this overwhelming research, many doc-
tors recommend that all patients with ADHD take omega-3 fatty acids. 

So, how much omega-3 should you get — and in what form? The answer is a 
little complicated. The two main omega-3 fatty acids found in supplements 
are eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) and docosahexaenoic acid (DHA). Most 
doctors recommend a total dose of 700 to 1,000 mg a day for younger chil-
dren, and 1,500 to 2,000 mg for older adults and children. Paul Montgom-
ery, D.Phil., author of a study published in Pediatrics, recommend a ratio of 
four to one, omega-3 (EPA) to omega-6 (DHA).

Omega-3s come in capsule, liquid, and chewable form. The gummies and 
chewables, unfortunately, don’t have much fish oil in them, so it is expensive 
and time-consuming to get the proper dose. Patients who prefer not to swal-
low capsules can take the liquid — although if the taste bothers you, you 
may have to be creative in disguising it. It is okay to mix liquid omega-3s in 
just about anything — orange juice and smoothies are a couple of favorites. 
Several kid-friendly liquid solutions do exist in flavors like lemonade and 
creamy orange.

The cost of fish oil supplements varies widely, depending on the brand and 
concentration of ingredients. You can expect to pay as little as $5 or as much 
as $50 for a 1-month supply, depending on which product you choose. The 
most common side effect is belching (often referred to as “fish burps”) and 
bad breath. Other possible side effects of omega-3 supplementation include 
nausea, heartburn, diarrhea, rash, and nose bleeds, but these are uncom-
mon, and may resolve over time.

Some doctors report seeing some patients improve within a few days of 
starting omega-3 supplements; other people don’t show improvement for a 
few months. Our advice? Be patient, and don’t give up on an omega-3 regi-
men too soon.

Recommended Fish Oil Products
Which supplement is best for a child who hates swallowing pills or tasting 
the dreaded “fish burps?” Most gummy and chewable forms of omega-3s 
don’t contain high levels of fish oil, says Dr. Newmark. Better options are 
capsules and liquids. ADDitude asked three children (ages 7, 10, and 10) to 
try several popular omega-3 products. Here’s what they said:

“Be patient, and don’t 
give up on an omega-3 
regimen too soon.”
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• CARLSON FOR KIDS (LEMON FLAVOR)

 Benefits:  Made from cold-water fish caught in Norwegian waters; 
bottled in Norway to ensure maximum freshness

 Serving: 800 mg of omega-3s per 1/2-teaspoon serving

 Comments: Our testers preferred it mixed with a favorite food. Harry 
has his mixed in chocolate milk. Try it in a spoonful of lemon yogurt.

• COROMEGA KIDS OMEGA3 SQUEEZE (ORANGE FLAVOR)

  Benefits:  Portable, single-dose packets; clinically proven to deliver 
300 percent better absorption than softgels

  Serving: 284 mg of omega-3s per 2.5-g packet

  Comments: Our tasters weren’t thrilled with taking it straight. Mix-
ing it in a smoothie or yogurt helped a lot.

• BARLEAN’S KID’S OMEGA SWIRL (LEMONADE FLAVOR)

  Benefits: Nine times more absorbable than regular fish oil; has the 
taste and texture of a smoothie

 Serving: 720 mg of omega-3s per 2-teaspoon serving

  Comments: All three children liked it straight. Says Harry: “Double 
thumbs up.” Says Natalie: “Mmm, ahh, yummy. I could drink it all 
down.”

• SAVISEED (COCOA-KISSED FLAVOR)

  Benefits: Super-seeds from the rainforests of Peru; richest source of 
omega 3s, 13 times as much per serving as wild salmon

  Serving: 7 g of omega-3s per 1-ounce serving

  Comments:  All three testers liked the taste at first, but were less 
pleased when the chocolate coating gave way to the earthy taste of the 
seed inside. Try having kids wash it down with chocolate milk.

• NORDIC NATURALS OMEGA-3 EFFERVESCENT (CREAMY ORANGE 
FLAVOR)

  Benefits: Fun to drink as the powder creates fizzy bubbles when dis-
solved in water; convenient single-serving packets; added vitamin D3

  Serving: 670 mg of omega-3s per 9.7-g packet

  Comments: One of the three testers went for this one. Natalie: “Mmm. 
That’s good!” Instead of water, try mixing it in lemonade or orange 
juice.
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Research-Based Formulation Specifically for ADHD

•  EQUAZEN PRO, a new omega-3 supplement, manages omega-3 fatty 
acid deficiency to nutritionally support focus and attention in chil-
dren with ADHD or ADHD-type symptoms. It was formulated to ad-
dress a LC-PUFA deficiency caused by genetic abnormalities that is 
linked to ADHD-type symptoms.

In addition, several vegetarian options do exist, including products like 
Purity Omega.

Iron
Many people with ADHD — and even some professionals — are unaware of 
the important role iron plays in controlling ADHD symptoms. When they 
think of someone who is iron deficient, they imagine a person who is pale, 
tired, and weak — in most cases, completely the opposite of a hyperactive 
person with ADHD. But this is far from the truth.

A study done in 2004 showed that the average iron level of children with 
ADHD (measured as ferritin) was 22, compared with 44 in children without 
ADHD.41  Another study showed that increasing a child’s iron levels improved 
her ADHD symptoms almost as much as giving her a stimulant.42  

Low iron may also be a factor in Restless Legs Syndrome (RLS) — a con-
dition often found alongside ADHD in children or adults. RLS causes an 
uncomfortable tingling or crawling feeling in the legs, affecting the ability 
to get to sleep. In 2012, the journal Paediatrics and Child Health reported 
that giving iron supplements to children with both RLS and low iron stores 
improved symptoms.43

The subjects in these studies were not anemic. This means that having a 
normal “blood count” does not automatically mean that ferritin levels are 
normal. Ask your doctor to test your levels — because too much iron is dan-
gerous, medical professionals do not recommend taking iron supplements 
without taking this step first. 

If your iron levels are below 35, talk with your doctor about how to increase 
them. Diet, not supplements, is the safest way to increase iron levels, so always 
try that path first. However, if you’re a picky eater, or have dietary restrictions 
that make eating iron difficult, Dr. Newmark recommends using a supplement 
right away while working on changing your diet. If you do choose to take an 
iron supplement, have your doctor regularly check your levels to ensure they 
stay in a safe range — and make sure you never go above the recommended 
dose, as too much iron from supplements can be toxic.

“Eating more iron-
rich foods can only 
benefit your or your 
child’s mental and 
physical health.”
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So-called heme iron, contained in animal products like meats, poultry, and 
fish, is absorbed much more efficiently than is the non-heme iron, found in 
fortified cereals, whole grains, vegetables, legumes, and some fruits, so vege-
tarians may have to step up their efforts. You can increase iron absorption by 
serving these foods with others high in vitamin C. Iron-rich foods include:

• Cheerios (1 cup), 8 mg. iron

• Wheaties (1 cup), 4.5 mg.

• Beef pot roast (3 oz.), 2 mg.

• Turkey (dark meat; 3 oz.), 2 mg.

• Tuna (3 oz.), 1.9 mg.

• Hamburger (lean, 3 oz.), 1.8 mg.

• Egg (1 medium) 1.1 mg.

• Chicken (1 drumstick), 1 mg.

• Banana (1 medium), 0.9 mg.

• Baked potato (1 medium), 0.7 mg.

• Peanut butter (2 tbsp.), 0.6 mg.

• Whole-wheat bread (1 slice), 0.5 mg.

Limit consumption of dairy products when eating iron-rich food, as calcium 
interferes with the mineral’s absorption. Four servings of dairy are enough 
for most adults and older children; that will supply enough calcium without 
compromising iron absorption. 

While double-blind studies using larger populations are needed to confirm 
iron’s effect on ADHD symptoms, we do know that eating more iron-rich 
foods can only benefit your mental and physical health.

Zinc
Zinc is thought to help regulate the neurotransmitter dopamine — which 
occurs in insufficient levels in ADHD brains — and it may make methyl-
phenidate more effective by improving the brain’s response to dopamine. 
Zinc levels have been found to be low in some children with ADHD, and 
some studies have found that taking zinc supplements reduces hyperactivity 
and impulsivity. A 2004 study published in the journal BMC Psychiatry, for 
example, found that adding zinc to the diets of 44 children with ADHD im-
proved their symptoms dramatically.44 Another study from that year found 
that children taking a zinc supplement showed improvement on several key 
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ADHD metrics, when compared to others taking a placebo.45 A 2011 study, 
however, found mixed results for zinc, and cautioned against relying on it 
too much as an ADHD treatment.46

A surprising number of adults and children — with and without ADHD — 
don’t get enough zinc in their diet. High levels of zinc, however, may be dan-
gerous, so have your doctor check zinc levels before taking a supplement. If 
you do add a zinc supplement, Dr. Newmark suggests taking 20 mg daily. 
Otherwise, it’s possible to increase your zinc levels through diet. Foods high 
in zinc include beef, spinach, pumpkin seeds, and shrimp.

Magnesium
Magnesium is another mineral that’s used to make the neurotransmitters in-
volved in attention. It also helps with sleep and relaxation — big challenges 
for adults with ADHD. “Adequate levels of magnesium have a calming effect 
on the brain,” says Richard Brown, M.D., associate clinical professor of psy-
chiatry at Columbia University College of Physicians and Surgeons. 

A small 2016 study found that 72 percent of the children with ADHD had 
magnesium deficiencies, and that taking magnesium supplements for 8 
weeks improved cognitive function in this group.47  Have your doctor check 
magnesium levels when she tests for iron and zinc. Magnesium can be found 
in supplements, as well as in foods like dark leafy greens, nuts, seeds, and 
beans.

Vitamin C
The brain also uses Vitamin C — drawn out of the blood and cycled through 
the brain — to make neurotransmitters like dopamine. Unfortunately, its 
effect on ADHD symptoms isn’t fully understood. A 2006 study found that 
children taking a Vitamin C supplement experienced improved ADHD 
symptoms, particularly hyperactivity.48 However, that study also used flax oil 
— a source of omega-3 fatty acids — so it’s difficult to tell which supplement 
was responsible for the positive results. Other larger studies have shown Vi-
tamin C to help significantly with iron absorption — which can help man-
age symptoms — but were unclear on how it directly affects ADHD.49

Edward Hallowell, M.D., recommends that his patients get Vitamin C from 
food — oranges, red peppers, and kale are particularly high in Vitamin C. 
If dietary changes aren’t enough, however, it’s also possible to take a daily 
supplement. A word of caution: Vitamin C can interfere with the absorp-
tion of ADHD medication, so it should not be taken an hour before or after 
ingesting ADHD medications.

Vitamin Power!
The 8 best vitamins and 
minerals for ADHD 
http://additu.de/
supplements
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Vitamin B
Deficiencies in B vitamins — particularly B6 — may be linked to irritability 
and fatigue in children and adults with ADHD. One small study claimed to 
find that B6 supplements were more effective at treating ADHD symptoms 
in children than was Ritalin.50 However, the study used very high doses of 
Vitamin B6, which can be dangerous if not monitored by a medical profes-
sional. Other studies have indicated moderately positive effects on hyper-
activity in children, particularly when combined with magnesium.51 

Adequate B6 levels — achieved through dietary changes or a supplement 
— may help increase alertness and decrease anxiety-like symptoms. Foods 
high in B6 include wild-caught tuna, bananas, spinach, and salmon.

Do You Need a Multivitamin?
If you’re very concerned about your diet and worry that you’re not getting 
the nutrients you need, a daily multivitamin containing the recommended 
daily allowance of vitamins and minerals may be your best choice for opti-
mal brain health. Many of the multivitamin/multimineral products on the 
market contain sugar, preservatives, or artificial colors, which makes them 
a bad choice for people with ADHD. Look for brands that are low in sugar 
with no artificial colors or flavors.

Vitamin Benefit Found In

Vitamin A Keeps skin healthy and guards 
against infections

Found in sweet potatoes, carrots, 
dark leafy greens, winter squash, let-
tuce, dried apricots, cantaloupe, bell 
peppers, and tropical fruits

Vitamin C Helps your body absorb iron (an 
important nutrient for people with 
ADHD!), heals cuts and wounds

Found in bell peppers, leafy greens, 
berries, citrus, tomatoes, peas, and 
papaya

Vitamin B1 Provides energy for the brain and 
central nervous system

Found in beans, artichokes, lima 
beans, lettuce, and spinach

Vitamin B2 Helps our bodies grow and promotes 
red blood cell production

Found in spinach, mushrooms, Brus-
sels sprouts, and potatoes

Vitamin B3 Needed for normal function of the 
skin, nerves, and digestive system

Found in peas, potatoes (any variety), 
asparagus, corn, and artichokes

Vitamin B5 Regulates your sleep cycle and helps 
your body convert food into energy

Found in broccoli, avocados, mush-
rooms, and sweet potatoes

Vitamin B6 Necessary for brain function and 
hemoglobin production

Found in boiled potatoes, winter 
squash, and spinach

Vitamins +  
Stimulants?
Do vitamins interact 
with certain stimulant 
medications? This expert 
says no 
http://additu.de/
interaction
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Vitamin Benefit Found In

Vitamin B7 Boosts cell growth and helps pro-
duce energy

Found in avocado and cauliflower

Vitamin B9 Essential for DNA production, and 
may help prevent birth defects

Found in Brussels sprouts, lettuce, 
avocado, mustard greens, and peas.

Vitamin B12 Supports red blood cell production 
and brain function

Found in meat, eggs, and cheese. 
Vegetables and fruits are not a 
good source for B12, but very small 
amounts can be found in white 
mushrooms.

Vitamin E An important antioxidant, prevents 
damage to cells

Found in Swiss chard, spinach, kale, 
and turnip greens

Vitamin K Necessary for blood clotting and 
other healing processes

Found in dandelion greens, kale, 
spinach, collards, broccoli rabe, and 
Swiss chard

Herbs
Several herbs have been recommended for managing ADHD symptoms, 
including ginkgo, St. John’s Wort, rhodiola, and ginseng. Most have been 
poorly researched — and some, like St. John’s Wort, may be dangerous if 
taken improperly. In fact, one recent study on using St. John’s wort to treat 
ADHD reached the same conclusion as many others on herbal remedies for 
ADHD: It did not help. This study was discussed in the June 2008 issue of 
the Journal of the American Medical Association.52 

GINKGO AND GINSENG
“These herbs are cognitive activators,” says Brown. They act like stimulants 
without the side effects. Typically, children who take ginkgo and ginseng im-
prove on ADHD rating scales, and are less impulsive and distractible. Asian 
ginseng may overstimulate younger children. If this happens to your child, 
switch to American ginseng.

RHODIOLA ROSEA
Made from a plant of the same name that grows in the Arctic, this herb 
can improve alertness, attention, and accuracy. It can be too stimulating for 
young children, and is occasionally beneficial in children ages eight to 12. It 
is most useful for students in junior high, high school, and college, who have 
to complete long papers and spend hours reading. 

VALERIAN AND LEMON BALM 
In a large European study on hyperactivity and sleep problems, a combina-
tion of valerian and lemon balm helped to relax children with ADHD by 
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reducing anxiety.53 Valerian in particular was also shown to help the “re-
bound effect” that many children with ADHD experience when stimulant 
medication wears off. Dr. Newmark, uses these herbs regularly for patients 
who deal with these problems. Consult a naturopathic doctor to find the ap-
propriate dose for your child. 

PYCNOGENOL 
Finally, pycnogenol, an extract made from French maritime pine bark, has 
been shown to improve ADHD symptoms in a limited amount of research.54

One last thought from Dr. Newmark: “Herbal products vary greatly in qual-
ity, and some contain contaminants. You should find a knowledgeable pro-
fessional to help you identify reliable sources of pure, standardized herbs.”

Since it’s hard to find herbs that have proven effects, it’s usually best to err on 
the side of caution, experts say. “All-natural” is not synonymous with “safe.” 
Many herbs and supplements have side effects, may cause or worsen health 
problems, or interfere with prescription medications. 

Talk with your doctor before giving your child any supplements. When your 
doctor asks if your child is taking any medications, be sure to tell him about 
all vitamins and supplements you give her on a daily basis.

Preparing your own food is the easiest way to control what your family eats, 
and to make sure your child is getting all the nutrients he needs. But in our 
busy, fast-paced world, it’s hard for neurotypical families to find the time — 
and it’s even harder if your family is affected by ADHD. These expert tips 
make dinner — or any meal — easier for parents of children with ADHD to 
plan, prepare, and enjoy!
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Preparing your own food is the best way to get the nutrients you need. But 
it’s hard for even neurotypical families to find the time — and it’s exponen-
tially harder if your family is affected by ADHD.

“Why is meal planning so tough for people with ADHD?” asks Patricia 
Quinn, M.D. “Consider what’s involved — decision-making, planning, prior-
itizing, navigating the aisles of a visually overwhelming supermarket — and 
it begins to make sense. Meal planning for a family is an inherently ADHD-
unfriendly task.”

These expert tips make dinner — or any meal — easier for adults with 
ADHD to plan, prepare, and enjoy!

1. Use A Slow Cooker
ADHD coach Jacqueline Sinfield recommends investing in some handy 
kitchen tools, particularly a slow cooker. Slow cookers get a bad rap, she 
says, but they’re a brilliant invention for someone with ADHD. Just throw in 
all the ingredients before you leave for work in the morning, and by the time 
you get home, dinner is ready to devour!

2. Stick to Theme Nights
Theme nights are a lifesaver for adults with ADHD who struggle with quick 
decisions. If every Monday is Meatloaf Night, you’ll know exactly what you 
need to have in your kitchen, and exactly how long dinner prep will take. Plus, 
children crave routines they can count on — if you have children, they’ll love 
that their favorite meal (i.e. pizza) is guaranteed every Friday night!

3. Plan or Starve
ADHD coach Terry Matlen, ACSW, came up with the “Plan or Starve” system 
— another easy solution for people with ADHD who struggle with decision-
making. Write down 10 full meal ideas on 10 index cards, complete with a 
shopping list on the back. If you’d like, throw in a few “wild cards” — like 
ordering a pizza. Keep one set of cards at home and another in your wallet 
or workbag. Pick one at random every morning — having a meal in mind at 
the beginning of the day will help you plan any shopping you may need to do 
after work, and dinner can get cooking the second you get home.

Making Meals with ADHD

“Children crave 
routines they can 
count on — they’ll 
love that their favorite 
meal is guaranteed 
every Friday night!”
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4. Get All the Help You Can
“If kids can be engaged, it’s easier to get them to eat,” says Matlen. Involving 
your children can be extra helpful if you have picky eaters, but it also takes 
some of the dinner-making pressure off of parents. If your child can take 
charge of planning the meal, or is old enough to handle basic cooking prep 
tasks, they’ll be more excited to eat — and Mom won’t have to worry about 
a tantrum from a fussy broccoli-hater.

If the brunt of the meal-making responsibility falls on one parent, it may be 
time to mix up your arrangement. Don’t be afraid to ask for help, whether 
from your spouse, your babysitter, or even a registered dietitian. One par-
ent could handle dinner on Monday and Wednesday, for example, and the 
other parent could take it on Tuesday and Thursday. Fridays are pizza night, 
clearly. The stress won’t be concentrated all on one person, and every family 
member will get a chance to flex his or her cooking chops.

5. Stock Up
A well-stocked pantry is key to eliminating dinner stress. While it’s always a 
good idea to have fresh produce on hand, don’t write off all frozen or canned 
versions. Frozen vegetables can have more nutrients than fresh ones, and 
they won’t spoil if you forget they’re around — just steam and serve. Heat 
up canned beans in minutes and top with lettuce and salsa for easy protein-
filled burritos.

6. Double It
When you’re already planning on making a big meal, cook double portions 
and freeze half. You’ll give yourself more worry-free nights in the future — 
and you’re less likely to let fresh ingredients spoil in the fridge.

7. Break Up the Shopping…
A giant once-a-week grocery trip can be very tiring for people with ADHD 
— making it more likely that you’ll forget critical ingredients. Planning two 
or three small trips throughout the week can help some adults with ADHD 
manage grocery fatigue — making you more likely to plan (and stick with) 
healthy meals.

8. …Or Not
On the other hand, some people with ADHD find that more than one gro-
cery trip during the week is too much to handle, or find they’re more likely 
to stick to a grocery shopping routine if they go at the exact same time each 
week. If this sounds like you, schedule a time when you’re least likely to be 

Personal Story
Learning to love cooking 
— even when ADHD 
makes it a chore 
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overwhelmed by crowds — early in the morning or late at night are your 
best bets. No matter when you go grocery shopping, make sure you snack 
beforehand — you’re more likely to make unhealthy impulse buys if your 
blood sugar is low. Some individuals find that the extra cost associated with 
ordering groceries online for delivery is worth the reduced stress, logistics, 
and temptation to pick up junk food. 
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Of course, putting all of these nutrition and meal-planning rules into prac-
tice is easier said than done. But never fear — ADDitude has compiled ideas 
and suggestions for every meal of the day, from your morning nosh to your 
dinner — on the table in 30 minutes or less! 

Breakfast
Research suggests that a good breakfast helps children do better in school. 
A 1998 study, published in the Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine,  
showed that children who ate breakfast regularly had higher reading and 
math scores, lower levels of depression, anxiety, and hyperactivity, better 
school attendance, improved attention spans, and fewer behavior prob-
lems.55 Research on adults has been mixed — and some people swear by a 
no-breakfast mantra — but many studies have linked eating a healthy break-
fast with improved memory, concentration, and overall good health.

When it comes to breakfast, what does “healthy” mean? For those with 
ADHD, the menu definitely matters. In a 1983 study published in the Journal 
of Psychiatric Research, researchers at George Washington University tested 
three breakfast types (high-carbohydrate, high-protein, and no breakfast at 
all) on 39 children with ADHD and 44 children without the condition. 56 The 
hyperactive children who ate the high-carbohydrate breakfast performed 
significantly worse on several tests, including a test for attention, than did 
the children who ate the high-protein breakfast. Many common breakfast 
foods — like cereal, pastries, and pancakes — don’t cut it, especially when it 
comes to fueling ADHD brains.

If you’re unsure what to cook up for breakfast — or feel like you don’t have 
enough time to eat before you rush out the door — here are some easy ideas 
that are rich in protein and low in simple carbohydrates that can be thrown 
together by anyone in a rush:

• Spread peanut butter on apple slices, a halved banana, or celery sticks.

• Top waffles with melted cheese or ham and cheese, instead of syrup or 
fruit.

• Fill a breakfast burrito with scrambled eggs, black beans, and cheese.

Easy Meal Ideas

Great Brain 
Granola
Start your morning off 
right with this protein-
packed recipe 
http://additu.de/granola
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• Spread a toasted, whole-grain bagel or toast with natural peanut but-
ter or another nut butter, such as almond or hazelnut. Adding a dab 
of all-fruit jam is just fine.

• Wrap a slice of turkey bacon around a firm-ripe banana; broil or grill 
until the bacon is thoroughly cooked.

• Sauté lean, breakfast sausage patties with pieces of diced apples.

• Swirl crushed fruit or all-fruit jam into plain yogurt and top with dry, 
whole-grain cereal or chopped nuts.

• Fill an omelet with chopped or sliced fresh fruit or spreadable fruit.

• Serve tuna or chicken salad, sloppy joes, chili, or baked beans over 
toast.

• Start with eggs and a smoothie. To save time, make hard-boiled or 
deviled eggs the night before.

• Toast a slice of whole-grain bread and add a little whipped butter or 
margarine and a dab of all-fruit jam; milk.

• Eat whole-grain cereal with low-fat milk, lean meat from last night’s 
dinner (pork chop, chicken), and orange sections.

• Top plain yogurt with fresh fruit or mix in oatmeal.

• Try a grilled-cheese sandwich made with whole-grain bread and two-
percent cheese.

• Blend up a homemade instant breakfast shake or make sausage pat-
ties (see recipes below.)

• Cook up a veggie omelet with a bran muffin.

• Start with mixed nuts, fresh fruit, and a glass of milk — a great break-
fast for grazers.

Don’t be afraid to eat a “non-breakfast food” for breakfast. Breakfast food is 
a cultural concept, not a nutritional one. A leftover bean-and-cheese burrito 
can make a great breakfast.

ADHD Friendly Breakfast Recipes
INSTANT BREAKFAST SHAKE

• 3 ounces low-fat milk

• 3 ounces plain yogurt

• 1 tablespoon ground flax seed

• 3 tablespoons soy or rice protein isolate
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• 1/2 cup blueberries, strawberries, or peach slices, fresh or frozen

Process all ingredients in blender on high until smooth. Serve immediately. 
If your child doesn’t find the shake sweet enough, add a teaspoon of sugar or 
half a packet of artificial sweetener.

HOMEMADE SAUSAGE PATTIES

• 2 pounds coarsely ground lean pork, beef, or turkey

• 4 teaspoons sage

• 1/2 teaspoon thyme

• 1/2 teaspoon marjoram

• 1/2 teaspoon basil

• 1 1/2 teaspoons black pepper

• 2/3 cup water

Combine all ingredients in large mixing bowl. Shape into 8 patties. Fry in 
a non-stick skillet until fully cooked and slightly browned, or package for 
freezing and use patties as needed.

Lunch
People with ADHD — even adults — are famous for being picky, and this 
tendency is most often reflected in the lunch menu. If you’ve been eating 
the same thing for lunch since you moved out of your parents’ house, you 
might be depriving yourself of the nutritional diversity that’s necessary to 
maintain a healthy diet. Try these simple ideas to add a little variety to clas-
sic lunchbox foods. Expand your palate — and nutrient intake — by pushing 
the boundaries on what’s familiar! 

Instead of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich…
• PB&J on a whole-wheat tortilla

• PB&J and sliced apple sandwich

• Peanut butter served as a dip for baby carrots, apple slices, or other 
fruits and vegetables

Instead of a ham or turkey sandwich…
• Ham or turkey (thinly sliced) wrapped around carrot or cucumber 

sticks

• Ham or turkey (thinly sliced) wrapped around cantaloupe slices

• Ham or turkey cubes in a veggie-filled pasta salad

“Don’t be afraid to eat 
a ‘non-breakfast food’ 
for breakfast.”
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• Ham or turkey cubes in potato salad

Instead of a cheese sandwich…
• Cheese cubes in a veggie-filled pasta salad

• Cheese and sun-dried tomatoes served on plain bread

• Cheese spread on a whole-wheat tortilla

• Caprese salad — mozzarella cheese, cherry tomatoes, and basil leaves

Instead of chicken nuggets… 
• Chicken and veggies stuffed into mini pita pockets 

• Chicken cut up into a veggie-filled pasta or potato salad 

• Chicken and cheese spread sandwiches 

• Chicken in a “taco salad” with baked tortilla chips, salsa, and cheese 
cubes over a bed of lettuce

Or try these great lunchbox ideas:
• Sliced roast beef on whole-grain bread with canola mayonnaise, 

baked sweet potato chips, cherry tomatoes, red grapes, low- or no-
sugar cookie, low-fat milk (not chocolate)

•  Egg salad sandwich with canola mayonnaise on whole-grain bread, 
fresh pineapple, baked corn chips, no-sugar apple crisp, low-fat milk

•  Leftover chili in a thermos, baked corn chips, cantaloupe cubes, car-
rots, low-fat milk (not chocolate)

These changes are small — but if you’re stuck in a lunch rut, it’s best to 
branch out just a little at a time. Incorporate vegetables and lean protein as 
much as you can — you’re more likely to stay full until the end of the day. 

Dinner
Adults with ADHD often feel too hungry or stressed — or both — to make 
a healthy dinner every night. That’s why for dinner, we’ve compiled a list of 
quick and easy recipes — most ready in 30 minutes or less — loaded with the 
protein and fiber to keep ADHD minds and bodies going strong.

CHICKEN PARMESAN PIZZA
For the full recipe, visit Southern Living magazine
For this protein-packed main dish, simply add chicken strips, pizza sauce, 
cheese, and basil to frozen garlic bread or pre-made pizza dough. Your chil-
dren (and you!) will love it, and it can easily be adapted to whatever ingredi-
ents you have on hand. We like to adapt this recipe by throwing extra veggies 

Personal Story
Hosting a dinner party 
with ADHD — what 
could go wrong? 
http://additu.de/dinner-
party
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on top and using chicken sausage. Either way, it’ll still be ready in less than 
30 minutes.

TWO-BEAN BURRITO
Recipe contributed by Jill Weisenberger, MS, RDN, CDE
In a casserole dish sprayed with nonstick cooking spray, mix one can each of: 
refried beans, diced tomatoes (drained), black beans (drained), sliced black 
olives and reduced-fat cheddar cheese. Heat at 350 degrees for 30 minutes, 
then serve with whole-wheat tortillas, plain Greek yogurt, rice, and your 
favorite jarred salsa.

CHICKEN AND RICE (THE EASY WAY!)
Get the full recipe from Mark Bittman and The New York Times
This “minimalist” recipe for chicken and rice from The New York Times’ fa-
mous foodie Mark Bittman is easy enough for even the most inexperienced 
chef. Add onions, a few spices, and lemon wedges for garnish, and you have 
a full meal in just half an hour!

BAKED TILAPIA WITH CRUMB CRUST
Get the full recipe from Daisy Cottage Cheese
The tilapia in this recipe will give you a boost of Omega-3 fatty acids, and 
the cottage cheese crust provides protein and flavor that everyone will love. 
Serve with a simple roasted vegetable to make it a meal.

SALMON SALAD
Contributed by Jill Weisenberger, MS, RDN, CDE
Drain a can of salmon (again, omega-3 fatty acids!) and toss with thawed 
broccoli florets from your freezer. Add any vegetables you have on hand — 
chopped zucchini, diced red onion, or bell pepper — then add one can of 
chickpeas or white beans (drained and rinsed). Dress with oil and vinegar or 
your favorite Italian salad dressing. Round out the meal with pita bread or 
crackers and some fresh fruit.

QUICK AND EASY PORK FRIED RICE
The full recipe is available at Dinner: A Love Story
If you have leftover rice on hand, use it to whip up this quick and delicious 
one-skillet meal with a medley of fresh or frozen veggies. It also works with 
chicken, beef, tofu, or purely vegetables!

“Incorporate 
vegetables and lean 
protein as much as 
you can.”
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BARBECUE SHRIMP
Find the full recipe in Southern Living magazine
Five ingredients and 30 minutes of baking is all you need to prepare this 
delicious New Orleans style shrimp that the whole family will love. For an 
easy side dish, try steaming some broccoli and covering it with the rich but-
tery sauce.

SUMMER CORN AND TOMATO PASTA
Find the full recipe in Rachael Ray magazine
Take advantage of summer vegetables while you can, with this simple and 
delicious pasta that everyone will love. It’s perfect as is, or you can customize 
it with your favorite sauce or any meat you have on hand.

SLOPPY JOE SLIDERS
Find this recipe in Cooking Light
This cafeteria staple gets a twist in the form of mini sliders. Children will 
delight in the tiny sandwiches, and parents will enjoy the fact that they can 
have dinner on the table in less than 20 minutes, even with a side dish of 
steamed broccoli or green beans.

As a rule of thumb, try to serve as many of these foods as you can at each 
meal:

• A dark green and a yellow or red vegetable

• Whole grains

• Low-fat milk, yogurt, or cheese

• Protein (lean meat, poultry, fish, eggs, beans, or nuts)

• Omega-3 fatty acids (canola oil, walnuts, or cold-water fish, like fresh 
salmon)
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ADHD-Friendly Cookbooks
The Kid-Friendly ADHD & Autism Cookbook, Updated and Revised: 
The Ultimate Guide to the Gluten-Free, Casein-Free Diet  
by Pamela Compart, M.D. and Dana Laake, R.D.H., M.S., L.D.N. 
(Fair Winds Press) 2009

The Autism and ADHD Diet: A Step-by-Step Guide to Hope and 
Healing by Living Gluten Free and Casein Free (GFCF) and Other 
Interventions  
by Barrie Silberberg (Sourcebooks) 2009

The Feingold Cookbook for Hyperactive Children and Others with 
Problems Associated with Food Additives and Salicylates by Ben 
Feingold (Random House) 1979

Special Diets for Special Kids, Volumes 1 and 2 Combined  
by Lisa Lewis, Ph.D. (Future Horizons) 2011

Special Diet Solutions: Healthy Cooking Without Wheat, Gluten, 
Dairy, Eggs, Yeast, or Refined Sugar  
by Carol Fenster, Ph.D. (Savory Palate) 1997

Snacks
Snacking regularly throughout the day can help keep your child’s blood sug-
ar on an even level, improving her ability to focus. Instead of serving oily 
potato chips, however, check out these healthier options to keep your child’s 
stomach full and her ADHD brain running smoothly.

ENERGY BARS
Fruit or protein bars can be a good choice for a quick, filling snack — 
just make sure your bars aren’t loaded with sugar or preservatives! Bar-
makers whose products pass our test are LaraBar, Think Products, and  
Raw Revolution. Each makes organic raw-food bars that combine protein 
and flavor. None uses hydrogenated oils, food coloring, or artificial preser-
vatives. All are free of gluten, as well as wheat, corn, and soy — foods that, 
studies suggest, can cause some children with ADHD to lose focus and be-
come more hyperactive. 

If you’re looking for a flavorful high-protein bar — many of them taste like 
sawdust covered in chocolate — Think Products’ thinkThin contains 20 
grams of protein, and comes in chocolate mudslide, chunky peanut butter, 
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and brownie crunch flavors. The full line of LaraBars contains five grams of 
protein and three grams of fiber. 

Clif Kid Organic Zbars are free of preservatives, artificial flavors, and dyes. 
The company uses fig paste and brown rice and tapioca syrups as sweeten-
ers. Each bar contains three grams of fiber and protein, and they come in 
flavors children love. 

CRACKERS AND PRETZELS
For snacks that — sort of — have the taste appeal of potato chips, Mary’s 
Gone Crackers offers crunchy, flavorful possibilities. The organic baked 
crackers, with the company’s name, are gluten-free. They are made from 
brown rice, quinoa, flax, and sesame seeds, not rice or corn. Several prod-
ucts contain more than 550 mg. of omega-3s per serving. 

Kracker Enterprises makes its savory, and slightly sweet, flatbreads and 
crackers from organic whole grains, such as wheat and spelt, and seeds. 
They are good sources of fiber, protein, omega 3s, vitamins, and iron. Fla-
vors include Pumpkin Cheddar and Sunflower Cheddar. If your child finds 
the cracker too plain, spread peanut butter or hummus on it. 

Newman’s Own Organic makes a line of pretzels for people with special di-
etary needs. Newman’s high-protein pretzel has five grams of protein per 
serving. 

FRUIT SMOOTHIES
Fruit-based smoothies are winners for nutrition and taste. Odwalla and Na-
ked Juice make organic, nondairy smoothies that are as rich as milkshakes 
and come in kid-friendly flavors to keep picky eaters happy. 

Odwalla’s Soy Smart line combines six grams of soy protein and 32 mg. 
of omega-3s with vanilla and chocolate flavors. Naked Juice’s Superfood 
smoothies are high in vitamins (especially B vitamins, which may increase 
the brain’s levels of dopamine) and antioxidants. 

For some make-at-home, ADHD-friendly snacks try:

•  Mixed nuts (if your child is old enough not to choke), fresh peach or 
cantaloupe.

•   Peanut butter on whole-wheat bread with a dab of all-fruit preserves, 
small glass of orange juice.

•  Cold leftover roast beef, baked sweet potato chips, orange sections or 
clementines.
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•   Chicken or tuna salad with celery sticks, fresh pineapple cut into cubes.

•  Fresh pineapple or cantaloupe and cottage cheese.

Snack Suggestions from ADDitude Readers
We asked ADHD families what snacks are a hit at their house. Here’s what 
they said!

“Soft pretzels and lemonade, and all types of melons and berries.”  
—Marie, Portsmouth, Rhode Island 

“I make healthy pizza: Boboli pizza crust (thin), Hunts Garlic, Oregano, 
and Basil sauce, soy or cow’s-milk mozzarella. Assemble and bake at 350 
degrees for eight minutes.”  
—Jean, Allen, Texas 

“Trail mix, with fruits and nuts, but no chocolate bits. The dried fruits give 
it a sweet taste.”  
—Erin, Greeley, Colorado 

“Spread peanut butter on half of a slice of turkey bologna. Fold the slice in 
half. My daughter calls it a ‘bologna taco’!”  
—Lisa, Robbinsdale, Minnesota 

“We have great luck with PowerBars. They are high in protein and taste good.” 
—Karyn, Macomb, Michigan 

“Yoplait Original Yogurt — strawberry and French vanilla don’t have artifi-
cial colors.”  
—Nancy, Camp Hill, Pennsylvania 

“Yogurt in a tube and string cheese, while expensive, can be eaten out of 
the package without utensils.”  
—Lori, British Columbia, Canada 

“ZonePerfect Bars — they’re high in protein and can be eaten on the run.”  
—Susan, Centerbrook, Connecticut 

“My boys are sensitive to the taste of older bread. Fresh bread makes sand-
wiches more appealing — and they’ll usually eat them.”  
—Helen, Carmichael, California 

“My 11-year-old son loves crunchy dill pickles wrapped in a slice of turkey 
or ham.”  
—Elizabeth, Ontario, Canada 
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“Fluffernutters — they don’t make my son hyperactive and they fatten him 
up a little.”  
—Rebecca, Fredericksburg, Virginia 

Dessert
Dessert doesn’t have to be the enemy! You can still treat your child to some-
thing sweet — in moderation, of course.

Try these easy dessert suggestions:

HOMEMADE APPLESAUCE
Peel and cut several apples into small chunks. Place in a saucepan with 1/4 
cup of water. Sprinkle with just a little sugar, then cover and cook over low 
heat, stirring often, until softened. Spice with cinnamon and raisins. 

Nutritional bonus: Homemade applesauce provides at least 10 percent of 
your daily requirement of vitamin C. Not as much as orange juice, cer-
tainly, but four times as much as store-bought applesauce (unless you buy a 
brand that’s fortified with vitamin C). For extra protein and calcium, serve 
with lemon-flavored yogurt. 

CARROT CAKE
Classic carrot cake recipes call for up to a pound of grated carrots. For a 
cake that’s tasty and nutritious, work from a recipe that uses a lot of carrots, 
and substitute “light” olive or canola oil for butter. 

Nutritional bonus: One slice of carrot cake can provide half of your daily 
requirement of vitamin A. 

Tip: To cut fat and boost protein, substitute a dollop of low-fat vanilla or 
lemon yogurt for the traditional cream cheese frosting. 

BELGIAN WAFFLE
Top a four-inch, whole-grain waffle with 1/2 cup of frozen vanilla yogurt 
and 1/2 cup of sliced strawberries (or a combination of berries and other 
fruit). 

Nutritional bonus: This dessert is a nutritional windfall. It provides up to 
20 percent of your child’s daily requirement of protein and calcium, more 
than 75 percent of vitamin C, a range of B vitamins, and a couple of grams 
of fiber to boot. 
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FROZEN BANANAS
Peel firm, ripe bananas, wrap in waxed paper and then in plastic wrap. 
Freeze. Remove from freezer five minutes before serving. 

Nutritional bonus: Frozen bananas have the consistency of ice cream. 
What’s more, bananas are a great source of minerals, dietary fiber, and 
vitamins B and C. Putting the frozen bananas in a blender or food proces-
sor will give you a fruit whip that feels and tastes pretty close to banana ice 
cream. You can add a little cocoa powder to impart a chocolatey flavor — 
with no added sugar.

Tip: For even more protein and vitamin C, puree ripe banana, strawberries, 
and low-fat vanilla yogurt in a blender. Freeze, and serve in scoops, like ice 
cream. 

YOGURT PARFAIT
Alternate layers of plain greek yogurt and sliced fruit in a tall glass. Drizzle 
with honey or maple syrup, or add sugar-free vanilla syrup to the yogurt 
before layering it in the glass. 

Nutritional bonus: Greek yogurt is packed full of protein. For added fiber, 
calcium, magnesium, and potassium, layer in some shredded coconut.

PUDDING PARFAIT
Alternate layers of low-sugar vanilla pudding and sliced strawberries and 
bananas in a tall glass. Drizzle with chocolate syrup. 

Nutritional bonus: One half-cup of strawberries provides more than half 
of your child’s daily requirement of vitamin C. For extra protein, add layers 
of chopped nuts. For extra calcium, combine equal parts vanilla pudding 
and plain yogurt arranged in parfait layers. 

FROZEN CHOCOLATE PUDDING
Make low- or no-sugar-added pudding with low-fat milk and freeze in 
individual paper cups. 

Nutritional bonus: A half cup of chocolate pudding provides up to 20 
percent of your child’s daily requirement of calcium and up to 10 percent of 
his protein requirement. 

Tip: For even more protein, stir creamy peanut butter into the milk before 
adding the pudding mix.  
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FRUIT SALAD
Slice berries and fresh, seasonal fruit and combine with mint and vanilla 
for a fun twist. Add just a little honey or maple syrup for sweetness, if 
needed. 

Tip: For added protein and fiber, sprinkle chopped nuts or coconut flakes 
on top.
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Most children initially turn up their noses at new, healthy foods — and chil-
dren with ADHD are no exception. In fact, sensory issues or ODD can make 
children with ADHD even pickier than average. If your child is taking medi-
cation on top of a finicky palate, it can suppress her appetite even further — 
making it tough for her to get the nutrients she needs. 

If you’re done with feeding your child chicken nuggets for every meal, try 
these 9 tips to keep your child well fed, happy, and healthy — without fights. 

1. Make Food Fun
For younger children especially, presentation can really affect whether a 
food gets eaten. Cut food into funny shapes using cookie cutters, or take a 
few seconds to make a fruit happy face on top of his pancakes. Serve veggies 
with an assortment of tasty dips, so your child can take his pick and feel in 
control of the meal. Check out some fun and easy food ideas for children 
here. 

2. Respect Your Child’s Appetite — Up to a Point
If your child isn’t hungry at dinnertime but is ravenous at 8 p.m., don’t pick 
a fight. Have healthy, filling food available when they want it — even if it 
doesn’t fit into your family’s schedule. 

Sandy Newmark, M.D. agrees with this up to a point. He paraphrases Ellyn 
Satter, M.S., RDN, a feeding therapist: The job of a parent is to offer her child 
the food you want him to eat. His job is to decide whether to eat it or not. If 
you don’t want your child to eat some food — white bread, for example — 
then do not offer it. 

3. Hide Nutrition Anywhere You Can
Some children with ADHD are so picky, they won’t even look at anything 
green. Parents have to be creative, and sneak veggies into the foods they will 
eat. If your child loves fruit, whip up a healthy smoothie with berries and 
yogurt. When your child isn’t looking, throw some spinach into the blender 
— they won’t even know it’s there! Try this recipe to get you started:

Dealing With A Picky Eater

“Some children with 
ADHD are so picky, 
they won’t even look at 
anything green.”
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INGREDIENTS
 2 cups (8 ounces) frozen or fresh red berries, raspberries, strawber-

ries, or a mix

 3 cups (3 ounces) spinach (packed)

 1 cup yogurt, kefir, or a non-dairy alternative like almond milk

 1 large banana, fresh or frozen

PREPARATION
 Put the berries and spinach in the blender first, and add the yogurt 

and banana. Process, scraping down as needed. Blend until smooth 
and serve.

TIPS & NOTES
 If the smoothie is too thick to blend, add milk or a non-dairy alterna-

tive as needed to blend.

Recipe by Robin Asbell for Stronger Together

4. Cut Down on Distractions
Young children — especially those with ADHD — can get easily distracted 
during mealtimes. Try turning off the TV and other devices while your fam-
ily eats. This stops your child from being overstimulated, and lets them fo-
cus more on cleaning their plate. 

5. Set a Good Example
Children often mimic their parents — especially when it comes to eating 
habits. If you only eat fast food but encourage him to eat his vegetables, he’ll 
smell something fishy — and may be more likely to refuse healthy foods. 
Practice what you preach, and eat the way you’d like your child to eat. He’ll 
be more likely to follow suit. 

6. Get Them Involved
Children are more interested in food when they can take part in it. Bring 
your child along with you to the grocery store or farmers market, and have 
him pick out whatever fruits and vegetables he wants. Then, work together 
to come up with a recipe and cook a meal for the family. Sure, he may make 
a bit of mess, but he’ll be excited to serve — and eat — the meal he helped 
make. 
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7. Give a Multivitamin
If you’re still worried your child isn’t getting the nutrition she needs, try 
adding a multivitamin to her daily diet. Children’s vitamins come in chew-
able, gummy, and even milkshake varieties — with so many options, you’re 
bound to find one your child likes. Just make sure that the vitamin doesn’t 
contain artificial flavors or colors. 

8. Keep Trying
It can take children 10 tries before they’ll start to like a new food. So keep 
offering them healthy alternatives and encourage them to take at least one 
bite each time. If they hate it, don’t force them to eat anymore — but serve it 
again a few weeks later, and ask that they try it again. You may find that the 
third time is the charm — or the fourth, or the ninth.

9. Sensory Processing Disorder
If your child has sensory processing issues, she may be having difficulty with 
more than just the taste of the food. If you’ve tried everything and feel like 
you’re at the end of your rope, it may be time to look into Sensory Processing 
Disorder. Ask your pediatrician about occupational therapists or nutrition-
ists who may be able to help your child overcome food issues. 

Suggestions on Picky Eaters from  
ADDitude Readers
“We have a rule: ‘You try everything.’ If you don’t like it, you don’t have to eat 
it, but you have to try it. If you choose not to eat dinner, then you do not get 
anything else for the evening. If you finish your dinner, you can have snacks.” 
—An ADDitude Reader

“We use plates that are divided into three sections. Two sections have foods 
that we know our children will eat. The last section has a taste/small bite 
of an unfamiliar or non-preferred food. The kids are welcome to have sec-
onds of any foods that they choose. When they eat the preferred foods, 
and try a taste of the non-preferred food, they are welcome to dessert later. 
This strategy eliminates power struggles. What to eat is the child’s choice.” 
—Diane, Wisconsin

“Our son has to try a small amount of what we’re eating, and then he can 
make what he wants to eat.”
—Diane, Peoria, Illinois

“If you’ve tried 
everything and feel 
like you’re at the end 
of your rope, it may 
be time to look into 
Sensory Processing 
Disorder.”
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“We serve the fruits and veggies that they like. For example, all three of my 
kids will eat green beans, salad, tomatoes, apples, and oranges, so we have 
those items at meals. When we include items they are not keen on in their 
meals, we make sure to have a main dish and a veggie that everyone will eat.” 
—Beth Eiteljorge, Terre Haute, Indiana

“We introduce new foods while keeping one thing he likes on the plate.”
—An ADDitude Reader

“I don’t require my five-year-old to sit down for dinner. He spends all day sitting 
at school, so I allow him to eat on the run. He usually starts eating earlier than 
the rest of us, but I remind him to run over to the table and eat another bite every 
few minutes. Since I have been doing this, he has cleaned his plate every night.” 
—An ADDitude Reader
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A critical part of any healthy lifestyle is maintaining a healthy weight. That 
means different things to different people, but it’s well documented that obe-
sity is on the rise in America; one out of three adults is now considered 
obese, and obesity is thought to increase the risk of diabetes, heart disease, 
stroke, arthritis, and other health conditions. Unfortunately, people with 
ADHD may be more prone to weight problems and obesity than are people 
without the condition — and, thanks to their impulsivity and often-erratic 
eating habits, they may struggle more than others to lose excess weight once 
they’ve gained it.

“For a significant number of overweight people, ADHD may be a contribut-
ing factor,” says psychologist John Fleming, Ph.D., of the Nutritional Disor-
ders Clinic in Toronto. Fleming was one of the first researchers to hypoth-
esize the link between ADHD and obesity, finding in an unpublished 1990 
pilot study that ADHD was five to 10 times more common among over-
weight individuals than in the general population (30 percent versus 3 to 6 
percent).57 Since then, multiple researchers — including Jules Altfas, M.D., 
of the Behavioral Medical Center for Treatment and Research in Portland, 
Oregon — have corroborated his research. “At all levels of obesity,” Dr. Alt-
fas says, “patients with ADHD symptoms are less successful at losing weight 
than peers [without ADHD].”

Despite their assumed hyperactivity, people with ADHD are less physically 
active, eat less healthy foods, and have higher BMIs than do people without 
ADHD, according to studies. This may seem counterintuitive, but those who 
understand ADHD see why the connection makes sense: The symptoms of 
ADHD that make it hard to focus at school, succeed at work, or manage 
your relationships also make it exceedingly hard to eat properly and exercise 
on a regular schedule.

Some factors of ADHD that make it easier to slide toward obesity include:
Executive function deficits: Maintaining a healthy weight requires robust 
executive functioning skills — used for everything from planning balanced 
meals to sticking with that daily run. People with ADHD have naturally 
weaker executive functions, which makes starting (and keeping up with) a 
healthy daily routine much more taxing.

Impulsive Eating, Weight Gain, 
and ADHD

Personal Story
Treating her ADHD helped 
this woman organize her 
life — and shed 80 pounds 
to boot 
http://additu.de/wl-story
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Impulsivity: ADHD and impulsivity are not synonymous, but individuals 
who do struggle with it know the devastating effect it can have on health. 
We are all bombarded with tantalizing (i.e. high-fat, high-sugar, high-carb) 
food on a daily basis. Most people can successfully manage their food-
related impulses — and say no to a daily doughnut at the coffee shop, for 
instance. People with ADHD-fueled impulsivity cannot. Their impulsivity 
takes the wheel and they reach for (and devour) the junk food before their 
mind catches up to say, “No!”

Poor interoceptive awareness: Interoceptive awareness helps us sense what’s 
going on inside our bodies — whether that’s hunger cues, thirst markers, or 
physical fatigue. A person with ADHD, however, is oriented outward — al-
ways looking for the next source of stimulation. As a result, she may struggle 
to pay attention to and make sense of what her body is telling her. Someone 
with ADHD is more likely to interpret thirst (or boredom, or exhaustion) as 
hunger, and will often turn to food to fulfill that unclear internal need.

Poor sleep habits: A brain that’s constantly whirring will find it hard to “shut 
down” at the end of the day and fall asleep, so it’s no surprise that ADHD 
brings with it fitful or disordered sleep. And a wealth of research finds that 
sleep deprivation is a large factor in promoting obesity. When our bodies are 
sleep deprived, our brains release hormones that push us to overeat — par-
ticularly unhealthy foods that are high in fat and sugar. Simultaneously, our 
metabolism drops as our bodies attempt to conserve fat. This is an evolu-
tionary relic of our caveman past — when lack of sleep usually meant famine 
— but in modern times, it backfires on sleep-deprived ADHD bodies.

“Procrastineating:” There’s an ADHD tendency to put off boring tasks by 
eating instead, a phenomenon that’s been dubbed “procrastineating.” Order-
ing, waiting for, and devouring a cheesy pizza is infinitely more interesting 
to the ADHD brain than is writing a term paper. Therefore snacking be-
comes a tempting — albeit unhealthy — form of procrastination. (And it 
certainly doesn’t help us get our work done any faster, either!)

Low levels of neurotransmitters: ADHD is a neurological condition traced 
back to the brain’s neurotransmitters. The chemicals dopamine and GABA 
exist in insufficient amounts in the brains of people with ADHD. Dopamine 
regulates and promotes arousal; low levels of dopamine result in an under-
aroused, “bored” brain. GABA controls inhibition. A person with adequate 
levels of these neurotransmitters can typically stop himself from eating an 
entire box of cookies. Someone with low levels does not receive the brain 
signals alerting him to potential long-term harm — his brain focuses only 
on how delicious (and stimulating) the cookies are right now. Making mat-

The ADDitude Guide to

Diet & Nutrition  
for ADHD



67 ADDITUDE
Strategies and Support for ADHD & LD 

from the editors of

ters worse, a brain producing little dopamine will sometimes seek stimula-
tion in foods — especially in simple carbohydrates and refined sugars that 
satisfy the dopamine-starved brain, but also cause it to crash.

“Hormones and puberty definitely play a role in weight gain, as well,” says 
Roberto Olivardia, Ph.D. “Sometimes pre-teens can gain weight as the body 
prepares for a growth spurt in height. Therefore, BMI normalizes as they 
gain height.”  

People with ADHD are “chemically wired” to seek more dopamine, says 
John Ratey, M.D., professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School in Bos-
ton. “Eating carbohydrates triggers a rush of dopamine in the brain,” he says. 
“It’s the drive for the feeling of satiety.”

Lance Levy, M.D., a frequent collaborator of Dr. Fleming, says that eating 
several mini-meals throughout the day (grazing) provides a “source of on-
going stimulation that may lessen feelings of restlessness in people with 
ADHD.”

Of course, individuals eat for many reasons besides hunger, including bore-
dom, sadness, anxiety, as a self-reward, and so on. Olivardia reminds us that 
teens with ADHD have more independent access to food and bigger por-
tions of food, which can result in unhealthy choices. “Parents have less con-
trol over what teenagers eat since they are not always with them,” he says, 
“and this most likely plays a bigger role in weight gain.”

Presumably, the less a child can regulate his eating habits, the more likely he 
is to overeat.

Weight Regulation
Unfortunately, the same factors that make people with ADHD more likely 
to gain weight are also what make it harder for them to stick to exercise and 
weight loss plans. 

“If people who don’t have ADHD find it difficult to keep detailed records, 
weigh their food, and adhere to exact portion sizes, what chance do those 
with ADHD stand?” says Kathleen Nadeau, Ph.D. “Other weight-loss pro-
grams involve pre-selected, or even pre-packaged foods, and may work well 
in the short-term. But they don’t teach the most important lesson — how to 
make consistently good choices in real-world food environments.”

To manage your weight, you might need to start by properly treating your 
ADHD, Nadeau says — whether through medication or through alternative 

ADHD-Friendly 
Exercise Tips 
Start seeing results sooner 
with these easy-to-follow 
strategies 
http://additu.de/exercise
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treatments. Once you’ve boosted your brain’s executive functioning abilities, 
you’ll be more likely to be able to stick to a weight loss plan. Other things 
you can do to manage impulsive eating and manage your weight include:

1.  Set up a “healthy food zone.” If you don’t have unhealthy food, you 
can’t eat it, right? Easier said than done, we know — but it’s a critical 
step to overhauling your eating habits and reaching a healthy weight. 
Start by ridding your home of cookies, chips, and other unhealthy 
snacks that encourage you to binge. Replace them with healthier al-
ternatives — fruit that you can eat on the go (apples and bananas are 
excellent choices), string cheese, hardboiled eggs, dried fruit, and nuts. 
If you’re craving something sweet, walk to the nearest bakery and get a 
small serving of what you’re craving — then walk back home.

2. Prepare for your grocery trip. Don’t go into the grocery store blind. 
Plan your meals for the week and write out a detailed grocery list. Buy 
enough ingredients so you can prepare large batches of healthy meals 
— refrigerating or freezing the leftovers for later in the week.

3.  Schedule your meals. People with ADHD don’t always pay attention 
to their body’s hunger signals. Set alarms on your phone reminding 
you to eat breakfast, lunch, dinner, and a snack or two, depending on 
your normal appetite patterns. If you wait until you’re starving, you’ll 
be more likely to reach for unhealthy options; if you eat on a regular 
schedule, you’ll make better choices — plus, your energy levels and 
metabolism will remain more level throughout the day. 

4.  Put hyperfocus to good use. The ADHD brain is designed to focus 
intently on things that interest it — so it’s up to you to make healthy 
eating as interesting as you can. Challenge yourself to cook your way 
through your favorite health food blog, for example, or see if you can 
beat your time on the treadmill each week. Redirecting your hyperfo-
cus towards something positive — while not always easy — will help 
you manage your weight without feeling deprived.

5.  Develop mindful eating habits such as these:

 •  Pay close attention to how different foods make you feel in the mo-
ment, hours later, and the next day. Use a journal to help.

 •   Practice deep breathing before each meal. While eating, put the 
utensil down every time you take a bite. Pick it back up when you 
finish chewing.

 •  Try not to get up for more portions until you finish the first. Keep 
food off the table as a way to assess if you really want to get up for 
the additional helping. Seat yourself accordingly — try facing away 
from the food.

 •  Eat as if you need to describe every aspect of the meal to someone 
who has never tasted that food before.
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 •   Look for easy replacements (zero calorie soda instead of regular) if 
the goal is to cut down on sugars or calories.

 •   When eating out, ask for half the meal “to go.” Look at nutrition 
information for restaurants online to inform your order.

6. Try these behavioral strategies for healthier eating:

 •    Structure your evenings  with activities to avoid boredom, which 
causes us to gravitate to excess food for stimulation.

 •    Make a list of alternative stimulating behaviors and keep it ready 
for referral.

 •   Practice good sleep hygiene. Sleep deprivation is a major contribut-
ing factor to other health issues.

 •   Read nutritional labels and make it a habit. The fewer ingredients 
you recognize, the less healthy the food is. 

7.   Don’t give up. It’s easy to throw in the towel after a binge. But just like 
you didn’t gain all your excess weight overnight, you can’t expect to 
lose it that quickly. Setbacks are normal — and they can only derail 
you if you let them.

Behavioral Changes to Manage Your Child’s 
Weight
Is your child’s ADHD brain working against his health? Yes. Is it pointless to 
fight back? No. 

Healthy eating habits may lead to improved ADHD symptoms, which in 
turn leads to healthier eating. Getting started is the hardest part; here are 
some simple strategies to begin:

1. Be your child’s “binoculars.” Children and teens inherently have a 
hard time seeing the future consequences of today’s actions; that’s es-
pecially true for anyone with ADHD. “A parent’s job is to be their 
child’s ‘binoculars,’ and help their child see through them,” Olivard-
ia advises. Sit down together and ask your child to name his biggest 
goals for the coming year. 

 Then, explain how eating healthy supports each one of those goals, 
and choose one behavior at a time to focus on. “For example,” Oli-
vardia says, “if your child says he wants to be strong, [you] can say 
that it is a fact that eating eggs supports that, and donuts do not. So, 
one goal this week can be for your child to ask himself, ‘Will this sup-
port making me strong?’ when making food choices. Create a list of 
foods that support this goal — and ones that do not — and post that 
on the refrigerator.”
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2. Plan your family’s meals and snacks. Since ADHD leads to poor in-
teroceptive awareness, children with ADHD may not notice they’re 
hungry until they’re starving. By that time, it’s often too late to prepare 
a well-balanced meal because your child is already raiding the pantry 
for carbs. Manage this (and overall impulsivity) by setting aside a time 
each week to plan your family meals and snacks; with planning, you’ll 
be prepared with healthier options when hunger strikes. 

 Within that plan, be sure you’re setting up a “food environment” that 
promotes healthy eating. That means not buying chips, chocolates, and 
other snacks that encourage bingeing, while stocking up on nutritious, 
easy-to-grab meals and snacks that require little preparation.

3. Practice good sleep hygiene. The first step to losing weight? Get more 
sleep. Sleep is critical to rebuilding our bodies and keeping our brains 
running smoothly. In addition to regulating your child’s hormone 
levels, a good night of sleep will render him less moody, less stressed, 
and less likely to turn to food for comfort in fragile moments. 

4. Set healthy eating rules. Studies show that distracted eating — snack-
ing while watching TV, for example — leads to greater food and/or 
calorie intake.58 Create family eating rules that encourage children to 
eat attentively — for example, no eating while doing other things and 
no eating straight out of the bag. Requiring children to eat only in the 
kitchen or dining area can help, as can serving food on smaller plates.

5. Teach your child mindful eating. Keeping a food diary creates more 
eating awareness and, therefore, improves the chances of weight-loss 
success.59 Don’t just keep a log of what your child eats, but involve him 
so he learns how to keep his own food diary. The focus here is not on 
counting calories, but rather on practicing mindful eating and keep-
ing a constant eye on long-term goals. 

 One simple way to practice mindful eating: Put down your fork in 
between bites. Or ask your child to describe what they’re eating as 
though the person listening has never tasted that food before — talk-
ing after chewing slows down a busy child.

6. Set a good example. Children learn by watching others, especially 
their parents. Be sure you’re setting a good example for your child by 
making smart food choices, dishing appropriate portion sizes, and 
not distractedly eating while engaging in another activity (like using 
your phone). Make exercise part of the family routine.

7. Treat the ADHD. By boosting the brain’s so-called “executive func-
tions,” ADHD stimulant medications help children better observe and 
regulate their behaviors, and avoid impulsive eating. They also make 
it easier to follow through with healthy eating and exercise plans — 
consistently driving toward a long-term goal is the ultimate executive 
function.
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8. Don’t use the word “diet.” The term “diet” has the negative connota-
tion of deprivation, which causes many people to desire what’s forbid-
den even more, making it harder to achieve a healthy weight. Instead, 
your narrative should be about having a healthy relationship with 
food, and living a healthy lifestyle.

9. Stick to a low GI eating plan. Since individuals with ADHD have a 
biological craving for carbs, trying to outright banish them seldom 
works. “Instead, explain carbs in a way your child can understand,” 
Olivardia says. “Simple carbs, like potato chips, taste good, but basi-
cally break down in the body as sugar. There is no nutritional value in 
simple carbs, and they get in the way of healthy weight, high energy, 
and other things that matter, like your complexion.”

 The rate at which sugar from a particular food enters brain cells, and 
other cells of the body, is called its “glycemic index” (GI). Foods with 
a high glycemic index cause sugar to empty quickly from the blood 
into the cells. Insulin regulates the ups and downs of blood sugar, and 
the rollercoaster behavior and food cravings that sometimes go with 
them. Low-glycemic foods, snacks, and meals deliver a limited but 
steady supply of sugar, helping a child with ADHD to control behav-
ior and eat more mindfully.

 Try meals and snacks high in protein, complex carbs, and fiber – like 
oatmeal and a glass of milk, scrambled eggs with whole-grain toast, or 
peanut butter on a piece of whole grain bread. The sugars from these 
carbohydrates are digested more slowly, because protein, fiber, and fat 
eaten together result in a more gradual and sustained blood sugar re-
lease. That means your child will be more satiated and for longer. 

 It’s not about eating fewer calories, it’s about eating the right foods 
and the right portions. It’s about using food mindfully to meet per-
sonal goals.

10. Don’t micro-manage. “A parent cannot and should not micro-man-
age their child,” Olivardia warns. “It doesn’t teach the child anything 
and can create a hostile dynamic between parent and child.” Instead, 
be mindful of what foods are brought into the house in the first place, 
again, to create a healthy “food environment.” Display healthy snacks 
and fruits in plain view, and arrange the unhealthy food in the back of 
the refrigerator or pantry.
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The Amazon Best Seller list is stacked with cookbooks dedicated to the ke-
togenic diet, which is equally inescapable in health magazines, talk shows, 
and transformation photos across Instagram. This popularity is due, in part, 
to studies linking a keto diet to impressive weight loss, insulin stabilization, 
and decreased seizures in children. Which naturally leads patients searching 
for non-pharmaceutical ways to reduce attention deficit hyperactivity disor-
der (ADHD) symptoms to ask: Can it work for ADD, too?

The short answer: Maybe. No solid research about keto and ADHD yet ex-
ists, however early indications suggest that it may reduce some symptoms.

The Keto Diet — How It Works
Like the Atkins, Paleo, and South Beach diets, a ketogenic diet is very low in 
carbohydrates. But unlike those diets, the keto diet is high in fats. There is 
no set of standard intake ratios for a keto diet, but popular versions comprise 
70–80 percent fats (e.g. cheese, cream, meat, eggs), 10–20 percent protein 
(fish, meats, seeds, nuts are all OK), and about 5–10 percent carbohydrates 
(this means cutting out sweets, rice, grains, white potatoes, milk, beans and 
most fruit), according to a diet review by the Harvard T.H. Chan School of 
Public Health.60

With carbohydrate intake drastically reduced, a person’s body runs out of 
glucose stores to use for energy and so it uses dietary and stored fat instead, 
turning it into molecules called ketone bodies. This metabolic process is 
called ketosis, and is sometimes described as tricking the body into thinking 
it’s starving.

The keto diet is currently most popular for its weight-loss benefits (a 2013 
study61 from Brazilian researchers found it more effective than a conven-

Can a Ketogenic Diet Reduce 
ADHD Symptoms?
The low-carb, high-fat keto diet is popular for a reason: it is a powerful 
tool for achieving and maintaining weight loss, plus it’s shown to help 
patients with seizures, diabetes, and high blood pressure. So could it be 
used to treat ADHD symptoms naturally as well? Here’s what the sci-
ence tells us to date.
By Nicole Gregory
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tional low-fat diet), but studies indicate it may be used to control type 2 dia-
betes62 and improve symptoms in people with mild-to-moderate Alzheim-
er’s disease.63

The keto diet has been around for decades. In the 1920s, doctors discovered 
that a strict ketogenic diet could reduce, and even eliminate, seizures in chil-
dren with some forms of epilepsy. Though there is no medical consensus 
explaining why a ketogenic diet reduces seizures, one recent study led by 
UCLA scientist Elaine Hsiao, Ph.D., suggests that the keto diet changes key 
gut bacteria that affect neurotransmitters in the brain.64

Keto and ADHD
ADHD, like epilepsy, is a brain-based disorder. So could a keto diet likewise re-
duce ADHD symptoms? Heidi Pfeifer, R.D., LDN, a clinical dietitian specialist 
at Massachusetts General Hospital for Children, has seen positive evidence.

Pfeifer has spent more than 20 years treating epilepsy in children for whom 
medications do not work. When these children are put on a strict or liberal-
ized version of the keto diet (40–60 grams of carbohydrates per day), ADHD 
symptoms improve. “We have seen improved behavior and focus with both 
versions independent of full seizure control,” says Pfeiffer.

A 2001 Johns Hopkins study points to the same result.65 Looking at 65 chil-
dren with epilepsy who were put on a ketogenic diet for one year, researchers 
saw “significant behavioral improvements in attention and social function-
ing” in the children, and a reduction in epileptic seizures.

But following a strict keto diet is not easy. In a 2010 New York Times article, 
writer Fred Vogelstein detailed the extreme caution that he and his wife used 
when carefully measuring and weighing every bit of food for their epileptic 
son, Sam; even a slight variation from the diet would lead to a cascade of 
seizures, he reported.

“For kids with ADHD, the classic ketogenic diet is really hard,” says Pfeifer. 
She recommends making an appointment with a registered dietitian who 
understands low-carb diets. To gradually transition to a low-carb, high-fat 
diet, “take out sugar, processed food, and foods made with white flour, dye, 
or additives,” Pfeiffer says. “Leave in fruits, vegetables, and whole grains — 
foods with high nutrient value.” This kind of eating throughout the day pre-
vents peaks and valleys in blood glucose levels that cause the cycle of feeling 
energetic, then crashing with fatigue. She adds that many people who eat 
this way report better energy and better moods.
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Downsides of the Keto Diet
Some people who go on the keto diet initially experience headaches, fatigue, 
irritability, nausea and difficulty sleeping — a cluster of reactions sometimes 
referred to as “keto flu,” according to Marcelo Campos, M.D., in a Harvard 
Medical School health blog. This is not flu at all, and the negative symptoms 
are usually temporary; if not, Dr. Campos advises seeing a doctor.

When staying on the diet long term, developing kidney stones is another 
risk, especially if adequate hydration is not maintained, Pfeifer says. Like 
any other treatment, following a new and restrictive diet should be done 
with the guidance of a doctor or knowledgeable registered dietitian. Limit-
ing carbohydrates may limit intake of essential micronutrients, so it is im-
portant to supplement with the appropriate vitamins and minerals to avoid 
deficiencies. And it should be noted that most keto studies are short term; 
the long-term impact of a keto diet is not fully understood.

And some experts are wary. “Ketogenic diets do have evidence of helping 
with seizures and may reduce hyperactivity in individuals with epilepsy,” 
says Joel Nigg, Ph.D., author of Getting Ahead of ADHD: What Next-Gener-
ation Science Says about Treatments That Work — and How You Can Make 
Them Work for Your Child. “Beyond that, the ketogenic diet, per se, is not 
sufficiently studied in ADHD to support recommending it for that purpose 
in non-epileptic individuals.”

Abby Langer, a Toronto-based registered dietitian, and mother to a daughter 
with severe ADHD and anxiety, is worried that parents may unnecessarily put 
their child onto a keto diet: “There is zero evidence that the diet will help 
with ADHD — for children or adults — and it’s extremely concerning to me 
when people put their children on diets,” she says. “It’s a highly restrictive diet 
that can impact a child’s growth and health if not done correctly. It can also 
establish unhealthy eating behaviors in children that may then end up as dis-
ordered eating.”

Langer is also against labeling foods as good or bad. “It’s never a good thing 
to tell a child that otherwise healthy foods are ‘bad or ‘off limits’ unless there 
is a serious, legitimate reason for avoiding those foods,” Langer says. “I don’t 
think ADHD qualifies as this.”

Each adult and child with ADHD is unique; for some people, more con-
servative steps may be effective in treating symptoms. “If individuals with 
ADHD want to consider dietary intervention, they can supplement with 
omega-3 fatty acids (fish oil or algae supplements), reduce food additives by 
eating less preprocessed and packaged food, or consult a dietician to under-
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take a hypoallergenic or restriction diet,” Nigg says. “Each of those (dietary 
interventions) has some modest empirical support for a subset of individu-
als with ADHD.”

But, he warns, “Any restriction diet should be done under dietetic or medi-
cal supervision to ensure adequate nutrition, particularly in developing chil-
dren, and may also require supportive counseling since these diets are dif-
ficult to undertake.”

Keto Recipes Worth Trying
What do everyday meals look like on a keto diet? Bacon and scrambled eggs 
made with spinach is one popular keto breakfast. Lunch may include a tuna 
salad with quinoa, or a cheeseburger without the bun. Roast chicken, salm-
on, or steak with a side of asparagus makes for a keto dinner.

Want to know more about keto diet meals? Try any one of these kid-friendly 
recipes from Cristina Curp who has written several cookbooks featuring 
healthy keto recipes, including the new Made Whole: More Than 145 Anti-
Inflammatory Keto-Paleo Recipes to Nourish You From the Inside Out. Curp 
says she does not follow the traditional keto macronutrient ratio. “I just stick 
to low-carb, high-fat real food,” she says. “My family eats the same way I do, 
but with the addition of some fruit and safe starches.”

Keto Recipes to Try:
• Flourless Avocado Brownies

• Dairy-Free Swedish Meatballs

• Dairy-Free Blueberry Pancakes

• Easy Quiche Muffins

• Crispy Hemp Seed Crusted Chicken Strips

Keto Cookbooks
• Simply Keto

• Keto Made Easy

• The Complete Ketogenic Diet for Beginners
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Nutrition and Diet Apps for ADHD Brains
These apps and web sites were recommended by ADDitude readers in an 
August 2020 survey on surviving the pandemic with an ADHD brain. 

Calorie and Activity Trackers
• Cronometer (free basic version): Track up to 82 micronutrients from 

300,000+ foods

• My Net Diary (free basic version): Choose your desired weight loss, 
target date, and source of calories

• Yazio  (free basic version): Connect with your fitness tracker with a 
clear calorie counter

Apps for Intermittent Fasting
• Fastic (free basic version): 12 different fasting plans with water track-

ing

• Zero (free basic version): Goals, timers, and expert advice for fasting 
in a healthy way

Nutrition Apps and Recipes
• SuperCook (free basic version): A source of easy recipes based on 

what you have in the fridge

• LifeSum (free basic version): Simple meal plans and nutritious recipes

• Weight Watchers (paid): “There’s a lot of motivators with the pro-
gram and it secretly teaches you good nutritional habits!”

Water Drinking Apps
• Water Lama (free): Motivates you to drink enough water each day

Apps for Building Healthy Habits
• Noom (free trial version): Create a personalized weight-loss log that 

integrates overall wellness

Supplemental Resources
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Web Sites for Healthy Recipes
• Don’t Waste the Crumbs: Budget-friendly recipes that hinge on whole, 

healthy foods

• Whole 30: Recipes and nutrition resources for a 30-day cleanse that 
eliminates sugar, most carbs, legumes, dairy, and other trigger foods

• Cooking Light: A database of healthy recipes

• The Real Food Dieticians: Vetted recipes and meal plans

Web Sites for Healthy Challenges
• Daily Dozen Challenge: Discover how easy it is to fit some of the 

healthiest of healthy foods into their daily routine

• Whole Life Challenge: A 6-week health and wellness challenge

Diet and Nutrition Products
• Nutrisystem: “Ordering Nutrisystem has provided shelf-friendly food 

that can be delivered to my door and given me a regimented meals/
snacks. This has helped me on many fronts.”

• FitBit: Wearable activity tracker

• Hello Fresh: Healthy meal kit service that delivers food and recipes to 
your door

More Great Apps for ADHD Brains
• Download: The Best Workout Apps for Your ADHD Brain & Body

• Read: 38 Apps and Add-Ons That Transformed My Productivity

• Explore: 5 Apps for Building a Happier, Calmer You
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For Further Reading 
• The Omnivore’s Dilemma by Michael Pollan: An in-depth — and high-

ly readable — look into where our food comes from. Pollan, a re-
nowned food journalist, explores the modern food chain, from fast 
food to homegrown vegetables.

• Please Don’t Label My Child by Scott Shannon: This insightful book 
tackles our society’s need to label children with difficulties — often as 
a justification for prescribing medications. Dr. Shannon instead ad-
vocates a more nuanced and holistic approach, treating the child as 
more than a “disorder.”

• The Omega-3 Connection by Andrew Stoll: This book is almost 15 
years old, but the strong case it makes regarding the benefits of ome-
ga-3 supplements has stood the test of time.

• The Misunderstood Child by Larry Silver: Every parent of a child with 
learning disabilities has heard of this book. Now in its fourth edi-
tion, it outlines the best way to become a supportive advocate for your 
child.

• Eating Well for Optimum Health by Andrew Weil: Dr. Weil, a well-re-
spected doctor and holistic health expert, outlines simply and clearly 
what you need to know to create a healthy diet for yourself and your 
family.

• How to Get your Kids to Eat: But Not Too Much by Ellyn Satter: Parents’ 
worries about their picky eaters can be eased a bit after reading this 
classic text on overcoming food issues in children.

• The Sneaky Chef by Missy Chase Lapine: Having trouble getting your 
children to eat their veggies? The Sneaky Chef makes it easy, with fun, 
straightforward tips for feeding your child healthy foods he’ll love.

• Is This Your Child? by Doris Rapp: Though this book is over 20 years old, 
it still rings true on the link between food sensitivities and ADHD. If 
you’re curious about how food may affect your child’s behavior, this 
book is a great start.

• The Highly Sensitive Child by Elaine Aron: Children with ADHD are 
sensitive to more than just food. If your child struggles to deal with 
touch, sound, or smells, this book can offer support and parenting 
strategies. 

• How Nutrition Deficit Disorder Affects Your Child’s Learning, Behav-
ior, and Health, and What You Can Do About It — Without Drugs by 
William Sears: For parents who want to avoid medication as much 
as possible, this book is a down-to-earth guide on how natural treat-
ments — particularly diet — can benefit your child’s mental health.
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