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Growing in lockstep with our scientific understanding of ADHD is 
our knowledge about epigenetics — the study of how lifestyle factors 
like diet, exercise, and sleep exert real, physical changes on a per-
son’s DNA. ADHD is a genetic disorder, yes. But epigenetic changes 
to DNA do influence how strongly or weakly those ADHD genes get 
expressed in day-to-day life. 

In other words, genes aren’t destiny. Though genes do significantly 
influence ADHD, environment also plays a major role as both a cause 
and a cure. In other words, families can positively impact ADHD 
symptoms by modifying their environments in three simple ways: 
through sleep, exercise, and dietary changes.

Joel Nigg, Ph.D. a clinical psychologist and a professor in the departments of 
psychiatry and behavioral sciences at Oregon Health & Science University.

In other words, the ADHD brain responds to multimodal treatments. We 
have known this for years, but the science is getting more and more clear 
with each study: Medication alone is not sufficient. ADHD patients re-
spond best to treatments that also span nutrition, physical exercise, ther-
apy, meditation, and/or brain training. 

Let us be clear: Medication works quite well on a neurological level to regu-
late the ADHD brain. At the same time, the American Academy of Pedi-
atrics (AAP) recommends both FDA-approved medication and behavior 
therapy for children diagnosed with ADHD. It also advocates for a holistic 
treatment approach that takes into consideration the whole patient — 
physical, mental, and emotional health; academic strengths and challenges; 
social skills, and more.

The idea, in a nutshell, is that ADHD touches myriad aspects of our daily 
lives; likewise, our treatment tactics must be multi-faceted and far-reaching. 

Research shows that pediatric ADHD symptoms improve the most with a 
combination of medication and behavior therapy, and that diet and exer-
cise improve cognition. However, a 2017 survey of 312 ADDitude read-
ers suggests that few doctors tell their ADHD patients about alternatives 

introduction
The ADDitude Guide to Treating ADHD Naturally

Learn more about 
epigenetics and ADHD at 
http://additu.de/
epigenetics

Delve deeper into ADDitude�s 2017 ADHD treatment survey at http://additu.de/treatmentsurvey
Delve deeper into ADDitude�s 2017 ADHD treatment survey at http://additu.de/treatmentsurvey
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to medication. Below are the most popular non-medical treatments for 
ADHD, and the percentage of survey respondents who said their doctor 
provided information about each.

• Cognitive Behavioral Therapy: 22.07%
• ADHD coaching or counseling: 20.55%
• Behavior management or parent training: 15.25%
• Meditation or mindfulness: 12.84%
• Vitamins, minerals & supplements: 12.79%
• Exercise: 10.27%
• Diet/nutrition plan: 8.22%

In other words, patients aren’t getting all the information they need to treat 
ADHD effectively with diet, exercise, and other non-medical therapies. 
That is where this eBook comes in. Here, you will find research on the most 
popular natural ADHD treatments — and advice for integrating them into 
your family’s daily life. 

INTrOduCTION 
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CHAPTER 1

The ADHD Treatment 
Landscape Today
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Attention deficit disorder is a complex and nuanced condition, with symp-
toms varying widely from distractibility to excessive activity and many points 
in between. The average treatment plan, it seems, is correspondingly complex.

A recent survey of more than 4,000 ADDitude readers shows us that 
adults and parents treating ADHD typically try multiple treatment options 
and continue to tinker with the overall plan years, or decades, after being 
diagnosed. No single medication, therapy, or vitamin and supplement 
regimen works for all individuals with ADHD. What’s more, the treatments 
that our readers told us work best aren’t always the ones recommended by 
their doctors or used by the most people.

Getting to the right treatment plan is complicated and affected by econom-
ics, geography, and access to information. Survey respondents also suggest 
that ADHD treatment plans may be shaped by factors like insurance cover-
age, lifestyle changes, budgets, and side effects.

“Everyone with ADHD is different — reacts to different treatment modalities 
differently, reacts differently to drugs,” one mother wrote in the survey. “For 
some, it’s straightforward. For others — like us — it is frustrating, at best.”

The trial and error of treatment feels like “a full-time job,” our readers 
said. ADHD medications, many of which are controlled substances, often 
require multiple doctor’s visits, frequent refills, and expensive copays — 
“and that’s with insurance,” one parent wrote. Non-medication options, like 
coaching or neurofeedback, are not available outside of many metropolitan 

Delve deeper into 
ADDitude’s 2017 ADHD 
treatment survey at 
http://additu.de/
treatmentsurvey

There are more treatment options available for ADHD 
than ever before. Which ones are people using, and are 
they finding them effective? We wanted to find out the 
answers, so we asked you, our readers, in an exclusive 
ADDitude survey. What we discovered from the more 
than 4,000 responses challenges our assumptions about 
how people are actually treating their ADHD today.

CHAPTEr 1  The ADHD Treatment Landscape Today

https://www.additudemag.com/2017-adhd-treatment-survey-findings/
Delve deeper into ADDitude�s 2017 ADHD treatment survey at http://additu.de/treatmentsurvey
Delve deeper into ADDitude�s 2017 ADHD treatment survey at http://additu.de/treatmentsurvey
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areas — and if they are, they’re often not covered by insurance, leading 
respondents to “not try things because we couldn’t afford to.”

Patients also reported having to research comprehensive treatment plans 
on their own, and this is not easy. For the most part, respondents received 
little expert information about treatment options beyond medication, 
which was recommended by 92 percent of our respondents’ medical pro-
fessionals.

For example, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) recommends 
behavior therapy paired with medication for all children with ADHD 
over the age of six. Yet fewer than one-third of the ADDitude caregivers 
surveyed said their doctors prescribed behavior therapy. According to the 
survey, 59 percent of children with ADHD are not receiving this recom-
mended form of treatment.

Similarly, exercise was rated as “extremely” or “very” effective by roughly 
half of the respondents who use this treatment. Yet only 13 percent of these 
respondents said a doctor had recommended exercise to reduce symptoms, 
and only 37 percent of all respondents said physical activity was part of 
their treatment plan.

In the end, despite combining medication and lifestyle changes, research-
ing and self-funding treatments not covered by insurance, and continually 
revisiting their treatment plans, overall satisfaction rates were low. Indeed, 
only 30 percent of caregivers called their child’s treatment plan “extremely” 
or “very” effective. Likewise, just 44 percent of adults surveyed were satis-
fied with their ADHD treatment. Here, we will analyze the survey data for 
reasons why this is true, and look for a better way forward.

Read the practical parent’s 
guide to using behavior 
therapy at
http://additu.de/1r 

https://www.aap.org/en-us/Pages/Default.aspx
http://additu.de/1r
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ADHD TREATMENT SNAPSHOT
Percent of Survey Respondents Currently Using Each Therapy

CHILDREN ADULTS

Prescription Medication 67% 70%

Vitamins, Minerals, or Supplements 36% 41%

Exercise 37% 37%

Nutrition Plan 29% 28%

ADHD Coaching/Counseling 26% 21%

Mindfulness/Meditation 13% 35%

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) — 19%

Behavioral Therapy/Parent-Training Classes 10% —

Neurofeedback with a Clinician 5% 3%

Home-Based Brain Training 3% 2%

ADHD TREATMENT RATINGS
Percent of Survey Respondents Who Rated Each Therapy Extremely or Very Effective

CHILDREN ADULTS

Prescription Medication 41% 40%

Vitamins, Minerals, or Supplements 12% 15%

Exercise 49% 56%

Nutrition Plan 25% 33%

ADHD Coaching/Counseling 33% 48%

Mindfulness/Meditation 27% 42%

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) — 41%

Behavioral Therapy/Parent-Training Classes 33% —

Neurofeedback with a Clinician 30% 42%

Home-Based Brain Training 22% 14%
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about the survey

In August 2017, we sent the “My ADHD Treatment Plan” survey to a group 
of ADDitude newsletter subscribers. Among the 4,425 respondents, 2,495 
were parents reporting on a child, and 1,563 were adults focused on their 
own treatment. Boys comprised 74 percent of the children, while 75 per-
cent of the adults reporting on their treatment plans were women. Subjects 
ranged in age from four to older than 65; most children were diagnosed be-
tween the ages of five and eight, while 44 percent of adults were diagnosed 
after the age of 40.

The survey (and a follow-up) documented readers’ history with and at-
titudes toward 10 ADHD treatments: medication, vitamins and supple-
ments, neurofeedback, home-based brain training, coaching or counseling, 
cognitive behavioral therapy, parent training, exercise, nutrition plans, and 
mindful meditation.

Medication

Exercise. Behavior training classes. ADHD coaching and counseling. 
These are the treatments rated most effective by caregivers and adults with 
ADHD, according to our survey. All three — plus meditation, neurofeed-
back, and CBT — ranked higher than did medicatiozn for efficacy. Yet, de-
spite the middling effectiveness rating for medication — and the occasional 
glowing review — our respondents used it far more than any other treat-
ment. An overwhelming majority of individuals with ADHD — 67% of 
children and 70% of adults — report using prescription medication, which 
was recommended or prescribed by 92% of respondents’ doctors. The most 
commonly used medications among children with ADHD were Concerta 
(42% of respondents had ever used it), Adderall (38% had used it), and Vy-
vanse or Ritalin (both tried by 32%). Adderall, Ritalin, and Vyvanse were 
the most commonly used among adults with an ADHD diagnosis.

Why do so many people use a treatment that is rated so relatively poorly? 
Convenience factored heavily — particularly when considering the time 
commitment associated with therapy or lifestyle changes. But medication’s 
main advantage may be the tangible, immediate changes it can bring — 
and for those struggling with symptoms on a daily basis, any concrete 
improvement can feel like a lifesaver.

ADDitude users review the 
ADHD medications they’ve 
tried at  
http://additu.de/review

http://additu.de/review
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That said, finding the most effective medication with the fewest side effects 
was not usually a quick or easy process. Most survey respondents tried a 
number of medications before finding one that worked — 2.7 medications, 
on average, for caregivers; 3.5 for adults. You must be “patient and willing 
to go through trial and error,” wrote an adult who tried Ritalin, Adderall, 
and Evekeo before settling on Vyvanse. “Once you find it, it will do so 
much in improving symptoms.”

Another group of survey respondents (16 percent of caregivers; 18 per-
cent of adults) reported that they had used medication in the past but had 
stopped taking it altogether. This decision was usually because of persistent 
side effects. Among the most common were:

ADHD Medication Side Effects

TOP 3 SIDE EFFECTS EvER 
ExPERIENCED CHILDREN AdulTS

Loss of appetite 58% 35%

Irritability 34% 24%

Sleep disturbances 28% 23%

the Medication decision

Potential or actual side effects weigh heavily on caregivers’ minds as they 
decide whether to give their child an ADHD medication, according to 
respondents’ comments. In a follow-up survey of 317 individuals, 20% of 
caregivers said they tried other treatments before turning to medication.

“My husband and I were very reluctant to try medication on our son for his 
ADHD (without hyperactivity),” wrote one caregiver. “We actually refused to 
give him any medication and tried our own treatments options (diet, sup-
plements, specialists, sports). But, when they did not work and our son was 
failing in class and struggling with extremely low self-esteem, we had to at 
least try the medication. Vyvanse has worked great for him and he has even 
thanked us for giving him something to remove all the cobwebs in his brain.”

Consult the ADDitude guide 
to fine-tuning treatment at 
http://additu.de/sideeffects

https://www.additudemag.com/medication/ritalin/
https://www.additudemag.com/medication/adderall-xr/
https://www.additudemag.com/medication/evekeo/
https://www.additudemag.com/medication/vyvanse/
http://additu.de/sideeffects
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Despite anecdotal accolades such as this and its relative ubiquity in treat-
ment plans, ADHD medication received a lackluster satisfaction rating 
among both the caregivers and adults who answered our survey. Though 
overall satisfaction with medication was higher among adults than caregiv-
ers, it did not top 50% for either segment.

Parents too often face criticism for “jumping on the medication band-
wagon.” In reality, only 14 percent of caregivers said they viewed medi-
cation as the “first-line” treatment for their child’s ADHD symptoms; an 
equal number said medication was their “last resort” — and an additional 
20 percent said they tried other treatment options before deciding to pur-
sue medication.

“It’s not that I don’t think the other treatments will work at all,” one parent 
wrote. “It’s that we think medication will have quicker results, work better, 
and [work] more consistently.” Medication has “worked wonders” for her 
daughter for 14 years, she wrote.

Adults were generally far less reluctant to try medication, and more likely 
to view it in a more positive light. About a third of adults saw medica-
tion as their “first-line” treatment; less than 5 percent said it was their last 
resort. Only 9 percent said they tried something else before trying medica-
tion, and 51 percent see medication as life-changing. “I don’t know how I 
survived without it all of these years,” wrote one person. “It’s like someone 
switched on a light.”

Those who turned quickly to medication frequently cited its “ease” and im-
mediacy — a doctor’s prescription was easily filled and any effects (positive 
or negative) were usually noticeable right away. “I wanted to get my son’s 
symptoms under control quickly,” said one caregiver. “Medication seemed 
like a good first-line attack for that.”

Others said they were at their wits’ ends. “Getting [my daughter] to do 
anything was a struggle,” wrote one parent. “I took her to a psychologist 
who suggested medication. I was 100 percent on board — I would say I was 
desperate to find something to work.”

Other parents said they changed their minds about medication because 
other treatments failed to ameliorate symptoms. One caregiver, who re-

a GrUeLinG decision
Essays from parents 
weighing the pros and cons 
of medication
http://additu.de/decision

http://additu.de/decision
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ported trying vitamins, behavior therapy, and neurofeedback before set-
tling on medication, said: “I don’t want to give him medicine to make him 
feel ‘normal’ — but he cannot function without it.” Some parents never feel 
at ease with their decision. “It terrifies me,” one parent wrote. “I only give it 
to him during school — no weekends or summer.”

“Before meds, our bad days outnumbered our good,” one parent wrote. 
“On meds, our good days outnumber the bad.”

How Common and Popular Is ADHD Medication?
CURRENTLy USING 

ADHD MEDICATIONS

CAREGIvERS ADULTS

67% 70%

Average # Meds Tried 2.7 3.5

Attitudes 
Toward  
Medication

We thought of medication as a “first-line” treatment 14% 34%

We thought of medication as a “last resort” 14% 5%

Medication has been a life-changer 45% 51%

Medication has some positives and some negatives 44% 45%

Medication is just part of a treatment plan 41% 21%

vitamins and supplements

Vitamins, minerals, and supplements were the most popular non-medica-
tion treatment among our survey respondents, 47 percent of whom said 
they had tried at least one. Of that group, fish oil was the top choice (used 
by 77 percent), followed by magnesium and vitamin B6. Yet only 17 per-
cent of people said their doctors had recommended supplements.

Despite their relative popularity, vitamins ranked as the least effective 
treatment for children and the second least effective for adults. More than 
a third of caregivers and adults called them “not very” or “not at all” effec-
tive. When it came to fish oil, in particular, adults complained of having 
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to take “huge” doses to see any benefits, and parents struggled to get kids 
to swallow large capsules or to get beyond the “fishy” taste. Many parents 
stopped this treatment, in part, because they could not find a formulation 
that worked and/or they could not tell whether it was helping. “The fish oil 
did help my son,” one parent wrote, but, “he got tired of the taste of both of 
the kinds we tried and didn’t want to take them anymore.”

High-quality fish oil, like other supplements, can be expensive, respon-
dents said. “I didn’t see much bang for the buck with this treatment — and 
it was a lot of bucks,” wrote one man in his 30s. The high costs made him 
abandon the treatment quickly — an experience echoed by others.

Top Non-Medication Treatments Used for ADHD 
Symptoms

CHILDREN ADULTS

Vitamins, Minerals or Supplements 36% 41%

Exercise 37% 37%

Nutrition Plan 29% 28%

Top vitamins, Minerals, and Supplements Used to Treat 
ADHD Symptoms
The following numbers represent the percentage of people using each 
specific treatment among the subset of survey respondents who said they 
are using vitamins, minerals, or supplements.

CHILDREN ADULTS

Fish Oil 80% 76%

Magnesium 29% 41%

Vitamin B6 23% 41%
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Top Nutrition Strategies Used to Treat ADHD 
Symptoms
The following numbers represent the percentage of people using each spe-
cific treatment among the subset of survey respondents who said they are 
using nutrition strategies.

CHILDREN ADULTS

Decreasing/eliminating artificial colors/dyes 70% 53%

Decreasing/eliminating sugar 66% 75%

Increasing protein 61% 69%

Decreasing/eliminating artificial flavors 51% 48%

Top Reasons Why Non-Medication ADHD Treatments 
Were Not Tried

CHILDREN ADULTS

Not covered by insurance/high cost 29% 28%

Hard to find professionals 24% 25%

Wasn’t aware of other treatments 11% 22%

Medication alone works well enough 10% 20%

exercise

Exercise ranked as the most effective ADHD treatment among both care-
givers and adults — 49 percent and 56 percent of whom gave it high marks, 
respectively. That is not a surprise. Research shows that exercise elevates 
dopamine and norepinephrine levels in the brain, thus boosting focus, self-
control, and mood. Despite the solid science and high satisfaction levels, 
however, our survey shows that only 37 percent of children and adults with 
ADHD are managing their symptoms with daily exercise.

The respondents who exercise said they do so to benefit their general health, 
not just their ADHD symptoms. But its mood-boosting and sleep-inducing 
effects, in particular, were popular. “Exercise allows me to drain my brain,” 
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said one adult. “When I leave the gym, my brain is happy, content, and not 
going in all different directions.” Parents, too, notice behavior improvements 
associated with exercise. One mother reported, “I can tell by his behavior 
when my son does not get enough active outdoor time.”

behavior therapy

The AAP recommends behavior therapy as the first-line treatment for 
children younger than six, and using it in conjunction with medication for 
older children — and 41 percent of our survey respondents had completed 
a parent-training course. Those who did liked that it gave them more 
“tools” as parents and, due to the group setting of many programs, the real-
ization that they were not alone.

Still, why did less than half of the caregivers we surveyed use this AAP-rec-
ommended treatment? One-third reported difficulty finding a practitioner 
in their area; another 34 percent were deterred by inadequate insurance 
coverage or a high out-of-pocket cost. Only 9 percent said that they didn’t 
seek behavior therapy because they felt it wasn’t needed.

“It’s hard to find the proper counselor,” one parent wrote. “Many don’t 
take insurance, and the time commitment to bring him made therapy very 
inconvenient.” One parent wrote of a 90-minute car trip to take her child 
to a therapist each week; another wrote that insurance covered only five 
sessions — and paying for more out of pocket was unaffordable.

In addition, effectiveness “entirely depends on the program and the sup-
port given to parents,” wrote the mother of a teen. That thought was held 
by others: Behavioral therapy was primarily positive (33 percent rated it 
“extremely/very” effective) — when it was available — but an ADHD-spe-
cific program is critical to success.

treatment is a Journey

Our survey results indicate that ADHD treatment is neither streamlined 
nor satisfying for most families and individuals. Most of our respondents 
conducted their own treatment research, cast wide nets, and combined 
multiple strategies — and, even then, felt satisfied less than half the time. 

sUppLeMentaL resoUrce
How to Address ADHD 
Symptoms with Behavior 
Therapy  
http://additu.de/pct
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Many described the process as “a moving target” or “a work in progress” — 
even if their journey began years or decades earlier.

While some respondents did report satisfaction with their treatment plan, 
many reported that the process can seem arbitrary, complicated, and over-
whelming — in large part because treatment almost never comprises just 
one modality. Though caregivers and adults face no shortage of options, 
each has its own upsides and drawbacks.

Nutrition Plans
More than a quarter of respondents have used food changes to address 
ADHD symptoms (with higher rates in those who had never tried medica-
tion). Decreasing or eliminating sugar was the most popular choice, fol-
lowed by eliminating artificial dyes and increasing protein.

Many caregivers reported struggling to make these changes stick. “We tried 
working with a nutritionist, but our child simply wouldn’t follow the plan,” 
wrote one parent. “She tends to eat carbs and sweets, and wouldn’t realize 
how often she strayed from the recommendations.”

Mindful Meditation
Mindfulness is used by 35 percent of adults with ADHD, but just 13 percent of 
children. The satisfaction rate among adults who use meditation is high, with 
42 percent rating it as highly effective. Many cited mood boosts, improved 
executive functioning, and decreased anxiety as benefits of this therapy.

“Meditation is a critical part to starting the day!” wrote one adult. “Tak-
ing a few moments to ground yourself before your ADHD brain races off 
works wonders.”

Coaching & Counseling
Twenty-six percent of caregivers and 21 percent of adults reported experi-
ence with ADHD coaching or counseling. For adults, this was the second 
most effective treatment; more than 48 percent rated it as “extremely” or 
“very” effective. Caregivers also viewed it generally positively, with more 
than a third rating it highly.

However, “Finding the right personality is key,” said one parent. “And my 
daughter doesn’t always want to follow the coach’s advice.”

free downLoad
How to Use Mindful 
Meditation for ADHD
http://additu.de/mindmed

http://additu.de/mindmed


20 Expert eBook

CHAPTEr 1  The ADHD Treatment Landscape Today

Brain Training and Neurofeedback
Very few respondents use neurofeedback and home-based brain training 
(5 percent or less in both populations), with slightly higher rates in parents 
and adults who had never medicated.

Neurofeedback was rated well by 30 percent of parents and 42 percent of 
adults — meaning that, while it was barely used, it ranked higher in effec-
tiveness than several more popular treatments. Still, among parents and 
adults as a whole, home-based brain training wasn’t well reviewed: just 22 
percent of parents and 14 percent of adults rated it highly, and one called it 
“just a glorified video game.”

Compare and contrast the 
most popular brain-training 
solutions for ADHD at  
http://additu.de/adhd-
brain-train

http://additu.de/adhd-brain-train
http://additu.de/adhd-brain-train
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CHAPTER 2

Diet, Nutrition,  
and Supplements
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Let’s be clear: Poor eating habits do not cause 
ADHD, and following a recommended diet cannot 
“cure” the disorder. But certain dietary choices can 
worsen symptoms — or keep them from swinging 
out of control. This is especially true when a dietary 
approach is used in conjunction with medication and/
or behavior therapy. As science continues to confirm, 
what we eat affects not only our bodies but how our 
brains function. Some foods or nutrients directly 
impact the ADHD brain, while others may indirectly 
influence symptoms by way of sleep, mood, or 
cognitive functioning.

nutritional balance and dietary changes

Most dietary advice boils down to well-balanced food intake. Edward M. 
Hallowell, M.D., a psychiatrist and author of the best-selling Driven to 
Distraction, advises all of his patients to picture a plate when preparing 
a meal. Half of the plate, he recommends, should be filled with fruits and 
vegetables, one-fourth with a protein, and one-fourth with carbohydrates 
— preferably complex carbs. This combination is a balanced diet, and it 
may control swings in behavior caused by hunger, surges  in blood sugar, or 
a shortfall of a particular nutrient.

The idea of “cleaner” eating also aligns with many of the nutrition recom-
mendations for people with ADHD — fewer processed foods and refined 
sugar, and little or no artificial dyes, artificial flavors, and preservatives.

Given the strong endorsements for these two overarching approaches to 
diet and nutrition, it’s not surprising that researchers recently concluded 
that a “Mediterranean diet” —  rich in fruit, vegetables, fish and other 
sources of “good fat,” and light on processed foods and saturated fat — may 
lower the risk of ADHD in children. The study1, published in the February 
2017 issue of Pediatrics by a team at the University of Barcelona, found 

free downLoad
9 Foods to Eat (and Avoid) 
for Improved Symptoms
http://additu.de/diet
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lower rates of ADHD in children who adhered to a Mediterranean diet 
than in those who did not and who consumed high amounts of candy, 
soda, sugar, and fast foods. 

Despite mounting evidence regarding the effectiveness of diet in manag-
ing ADHD symptoms, just 29% of caregivers surveyed by ADDitude in 
2017 reported using a diet or nutrition plan with their child. Of those who 
reported using dietary strategies, 70% said they decreased or eliminated 
artificial color or dyes; 65% said they decreased or eliminated sugar; and 
61% said they increased protein intake. These were the three most popular 
dietary approaches cited by ADDitude readers, 72% of whom found these 
changes at least somewhat effective. 

Above and beyond a balanced diet, there are certain foods and nutrients 
that may play an especially important role in managing attention deficit. 
Here, we review the things you should be adding to (or subtracting from) 
your plate in order to see the greatest symptom control.

focus on water 

Your brain is 80 percent water. You can help keep it running smoothly by drinking enough water every 
day. A good general rule is to consume half your weight in ounces per day (for example, a 100-pound 
child would aim for 50 ounces of water per day). An exception is if you’re overweight; in that case 
you generally shouldn’t exceed 120 ounces a day. Water is almost always the best option for staying 
hydrated. Sodas and even juices contain high levels of sugar, not to mention artificial additives, and 
too much caffeine or alcohol can actually dehydrate your brain, decreasing your focus and impairing 
your judgment. 

“Proper nutrition 
plays a key role in how 
well the ADHD brain 
operates.” 
—Edward Hallowell, M.D.
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 protein power vs. carb crashes

The brain makes a variety of chemicals, called neurotransmitters, that send 
messages to different nerve cells. Among other activities, neurotransmit-
ters regulate mood and behavior. Deficiencies of two neurotransmitters in 
particular, dopamine and norepinephrine, are believed to play a key role in 
symptoms of attention deficit. Recent research, including studies by Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology neuroscientist Richard Wurtman Ph.D., 
have shown that protein provides the amino acids that the body uses to 
synthesize neurotransmitters that induce wakefulness or alertness.

Protein also helps our bodies regulate blood sugar levels. High levels of 
blood sugar can increase hyperactivity, while low blood sugar can lead to 
fatigue and loss of focus, and one state often leads to another — a spike in 
blood sugar after eating sweet foods or simple carbohydrates soon gives 
way to a crash. But combining protein with complex carbs that are high in 
fiber and low in sugar can help you or your child manage ADHD symp-
toms better during the day. When consumed with protein, fat, and fiber, 
sugars from carbohydrates are digested more slowly, resulting in a more 
gradual and sustained blood sugar release.

“Protein helps keep your child’s blood sugar levels steady and prevents the 
mental and physical declines that inevitably come from eating an unbal-
anced breakfast containing too many carbs,” says Dr. Hallowell.

Dietary carbohydrates also trigger the synthesis of neurotransmitters in 
our brains — but these ones cause drowsiness. Carbohydrates may also 
elevate mood, however, which explains why individuals may crave carbs 
and why low-carb diets often fail. It won’t be easy, but it may be worthwhile 
to replace your child’s bowl of sweetened cereal, or your muffin and sugary 
coffee, with a protein-packed morning meal. 

“Combining protein 
with complex carbs 
that are high in fiber 
and low in sugar will 
help you or your 
child manage ADHD 
symptoms better 
during the day.” 
—Sandy Newmark, M.D.
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How Much protein do we need?

Government health experts recommend the following average daily amounts of protein for normal
-weight children, adolescents, and adults:

• Ages 1-3: 16 grams protein

• Ages 4-6: 24 grams protein

• Ages 7-14: 28 – 45 grams protein

• Adults: 45 – 70 grams protein

Children need more calories and protein per pound of body weight than do adults, to ensure normal 
growth and development and to maintain good health.

 

The Benefits of Breakfast
One of the best ways to ensure that your body is getting enough protein is 
to start the day with a balanced breakfast. Research suggests a direct cor-
relation between breakfast and academic success. A 1998 study2, published 
in the Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, showed that children 
who ate breakfast regularly had higher reading and math scores, lower lev-
els of anxiety and hyperactivity, better school attendance, improved atten-
tion spans, and fewer behavior problems.

For children with ADHD, the menu matters, too. In a 1983 study3 published 
in the Journal of Psychiatric Research, researchers at George Washington Uni-
versity tested three breakfast types (high-carbohydrate, high-protein, and no 
breakfast at all) on 39 children with ADHD and 44 children without the con-
dition. For the hyperactive children, performance on several tests, including 
a test for attention, was significantly worse after eating the high-carbohydrate 
versus the high-protein breakfast.

A nutrient-dense breakfast may be especially important for those of us who 
take ADHD medication and find that it suppresses our appetite later in the 
day. It’s also smart to opt for lean proteins rather than, say, a plate loaded 
with bacon because consuming a high-fat meal can delay the body’s ab-
sorption of certain stimulant medications.

free resoUrce
9 Breakfast Recipes you 
Can’t Afford to Skip
http://additu.de/bfast
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So, how many of us are consuming enough protein as our day begins? (See 
“How Much Protein Do We Need?” above.) Child psychologist Vincent J. 
Monastra, Ph.D., head of an ADHD clinic in New York, says that, of the 
500 children a year he evaluates for ADHD, fewer than 5 percent are eating 
the government-recommended amounts of protein at breakfast and lunch. 
Read on for some meal ideas to help boost your intake.

Protein-Rich Breakfast Ideas
Here are some quick, easy, and tasty ways to start the day with a punch of 
protein. The idea is to combine complex carbohydrates with high-protein 
foods, such as eggs, meat, peanut butter, yogurt, cheese, or beans. 

•  Waffles topped with melted cheese or ham and cheese, instead of 
syrup or fruit

•  Peanut butter on apple slices, a halved banana, or celery sticks

•  Breakfast burrito filled with scrambled eggs, black beans, and cheese

•  Whole-grain bagel or toast spread with natural peanut butter or 
another nut butter, such as almond or hazelnut, and just a dab of all-
fruit jam

•  A slice of turkey bacon wrapped around a firm-ripe banana, broiled 
or grilled until the bacon is thoroughly cooked

•  Lean breakfast sausage patties sautéed with diced apples

•  Plain yogurt swirled with crushed fruit or all-fruit jam and topped 
with dry whole-grain cereal or chopped nuts

•  An omelet filled with meat and vegetables and served with whole-
wheat toast or a bran muffin

•  Make-ahead deviled or hard-boiled eggs and a smoothie

•  A slice of whole-grain bread spread with a little whipped butter or 
margarine and a dab of all-fruit jam, plus a glass of milk

•  Whole-grain cereal with low-fat milk, a side of lean meat from last 
night’s dinner (pork chop, chicken), and orange sections

•  Plain yogurt, nuts, and cinnamon mixed into oatmeal

•  A grilled-cheese sandwich made with whole-grain bread and two-per-
cent cheese

“The breakfast that 
works best for me on 
high focus work days 
is sliced chicken breast 
on rye toast with a slice 
of tomato. Walnuts and 
low fat yogurt add pro-
tein during the day.”  
—An ADDitude reader

CHAPTEr 2  Diet, Nutrition & Supplements 
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•  Mixed nuts, fresh fruit, and a glass of milk — a great breakfast for 
children or adults who prefer to graze

food sensitivities and elimination diets

Sensitivities to certain foods may worsen symptoms of ADHD in some 
children. Unlike food allergies, which can be detected by a skin or blood 
test, sensitivities must be teased out through an elimination diet. The foods 
most commonly associated with food sensitivities are dairy products, 
wheat, corn, soy, eggs, nuts, citrus, and artificial colors and flavors.

A 2011 study4 published in The Lancet found that children with ADHD 
who were placed on a strict elimination diet similar to one called the “oli-
goantigenic diet” saw a 64 percent improvement in their ADHD symptoms 
after five weeks, while children who ate a normal “healthy” diet saw no 
change. However, some experts have criticized this research as not being 
sufficiently blinded (that is, both parents and researchers knew which 
diet the children were assigned to, and therefore might have inadvertently 
biased the results). Other double-blind studies — most published in the 
late ‘70s and early ‘80s, along with one published in 19975 — concluded 
that as many as 30 percent of children with ADHD responded positively 
to elimination diets. Another study6, published in 2014, concluded that 
“a minority of children with ADHD will benefit from an elimination diet.” 
Unfortunately, there hasn’t been a lot of recent research on this subject.

To follow an oligoantigenic (or “few foods”) diet, start by eating or serving 
your child only foods unlikely to cause sensitivity reactions:

• Lamb
• Chicken
• Potatoes
• Rice
• Bananas
• Apples
• Cucumbers
• Celery
• Carrots
• Parsnips

free downLoad
5 Rules for an ADHD-
Friendly Diet
http://additu.de/foodrules
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• Cabbage
• Cauliflower
• Broccoli
• Salt
• Pepper
• Vitamin supplements

After two weeks, if you see no difference in your child’s behavior, stop the 
experiment. If you notice an improvement, reintroduce one excluded food 
each day and watch what happens. If the child has a bad response one day 
— if he becomes more fidgety or has trouble sleeping, for example — you 
may have identified a sensitivity. Eliminate that day’s new food again. If it’s 
a food your child really likes, try reintroducing it again a year or so later. 
When not repeatedly exposed to a trigger food, children often outgrow 
sensitivities.

While elimination diets are simple in theory, they can be difficult to main-
tain — especially in busy households, or at certain times of the year, such 
as the start of school or the holiday season. As an alternative, some families 
test for food sensitivities by eliminating only one or more of the suspected 
foods at a time. Experts recommend consulting a registered dietician 
before attempting an elimination diet (especially an oligoantigenic diet) at 
home. You can find one at eatright.org/find-an-expert.

artificial dyes & preservatives and the feingold diet

The Feingold diet is based on an early allergy diet devised by the Mayo Clinic 
and used by Ben Feingold, M.D., to treat asthma and allergies in the 1950s. 
During the 1960s and 1970s, Feingold discovered it also improved behavioral 
challenges like hyperactivity in some children. The diet is described in his 
1974 book, Why Your Child Is Hyperactive. The Feingold diet eliminates ar-
tificial food colors and other additives, and is intended to reduce or eliminate 
ADHD symptoms in certain children. The diet is controversial; some ADHD 
experts dismiss it, some support it, and some create their own treatment ver-
sion based on Dr. Feingold’s work. Certain families have seen positive results 
and continue to swear by it. While little research supports Feingold’s overall 
hypothesis, some studies have supported a few of his key points.

“When placed on a 
special elimination diet 
excluding foods that 
trigger unwanted be-
havior, as many as 30 
percent of toddlers and 
preschoolers benefit.”
 —Eugene Arnold, M.D.
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The Feingold diet requires caregivers (or patients themselves) to diligently 
eliminate artificial flavors, colors, and sweeteners, as well as three artifi-
cial preservatives. Some foods and other products containing salicylate (a 
naturally occurring compound related to aspirin and found in some fruits 
and vegetables) are also eliminated at the start of the diet but tested for 
tolerance later. According to Feingold’s original theory, even one bite of a 
banned food could trigger a reaction; now, however, representatives from 
the Feingold Association say that such a rigid approach is usually not nec-
essary. The Feingold Association shows families how to take “baby steps” 
into the program and still find success.

No well-designed studies have been conducted on the Feingold program as 
a whole, but many studies have examined various aspects of the diet. A 2004 
meta-analysis7, for example, supports the hypothesis that artificial food 
dyes promote hyperactivity and that sensitivity to these dyes may not be lim-
ited to people with clear-cut hyperactivity syndromes. 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 study8 published in The 
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. Since 2010, the European Union has 
required the following warning label for all food that contains artificial dye: 
“May have adverse effect on activity and attention in children.”

Following the EU’s move, The Center for Science in the Public Inter-
est (CPSI) petitioned the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) to hold a 
hearing on whether the U.S. should require a similar warning label — or 
ban artificial colors altogether. In the end, the vote established that labels 
should not be added, and food dye was deemed safe. Learn more on an 
informative website launched by CSPI: Food Dyes: A Rainbow of Risks.
Despite the FDA’s reluctance to ban artificial dyes and other additives, sev-
eral U.S. food manufacturers, including Nestle, Hershey, Kraft, Panera, and 
General Mills have led the way by removing (or pledging to remove) some 
or all artificial ingredients from their products.

Beyond Food
Dyes and preservatives can also be found in personal care products, such 
as toothpaste and mouthwashes, some of which may be swallowed by 

“We’ve been doing 
the Feingold diet for 
over a year. It is a com-
mitment, and it was 
difficult to start, but it 
has made a HUGE dif-
ference, and there is 
so much support from 
other members. We 
will never go back.”
 —BJKGardner
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young children. Again, read labels carefully before buying any product. 
Crest toothpaste, for instance, contains blue dye; Colgate’s Original is free 
of it. Clear, natural mouthwashes are a good substitute for brightly colored 
varieties.

Most pediatric medicines are also artificially colored and flavored. Ask 
your doctor if there is an additive-free substitute that would work just as 
well. For over-the-counter medicines, choose Motrin or Tylenol, which 
come in dye-free white tablets. Be sure to adjust the dosage for your child’s 
age. The liquid form of the over-the-counter antihistamine Benadryl is ar-
tificially colored with red dye, but the medication also comes in clear liquid 
and clear liquid capsules.

the sugar debate

Most parents of children with ADHD — 84 percent of the 302 parents in 
one 2003 study — believe that sugar has a negative effect on their children’s 
behavior. And many adults with ADHD are convinced that sugar worsens 
their symptoms as well.

In a 2017 survey of 4,425 ADDitude readers, 28% said they use a diet or 
nutrition plan to manage ADHD symptoms in their children or them-
selves. Of these, 65% of caregivers and 75% of adults with ADHD said they 
have decreased or eliminated sugar intake. 

But medical experts still tend to discount any link between behavior and 
sugar or artificial sweeteners. As evidence, they point to a pair of studies 
that appeared in the New England Journal of Medicine9. “Effects of Diets 
High in Sucrose or Aspartame on the Behavior and Cognitive Per-
formance of Children” (February 3, 1994) found that “even when intake 
exceeds typical dietary levels, neither dietary sucrose nor aspartame affects 
children’s behavior or cognitive function.” A similar study10, “The Effect 
of Sugar on Behavior or Cognition in Children” (November 22, 1995), 
reached much the same conclusion — though the possibility that sugar 
may have a mild effect on certain children “cannot be ruled out,” according 
to the study’s authors.

“When I eliminate 
sugar, I feel I have 
more energy and less 
brain fog. When I add it 
back in, I feel sluggish 
and more easily 
distracted.”
—An ADDitude reader
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A more recent individual study11, published in 2016 in the Journal of En-
vironmental Research and Public Health, found an adverse association 
between a high consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages and ADHD. 
The researchers noted, however, that they could not prove causality.

Though there is not yet a definitive cause and effect linking sugar to wors-
ening ADHD behaviors, it’s calorie-dense and has no real nutritional value. 
People who eat lots of sweets in place of healthier foods may be missing out 
on essential nutrients that might help keep them calm and focused. Since 
ADHD medications tend to blunt the appetite, it’s important to make every 
calorie count.

If you believe your child reacts negatively to sugar, Laura Stevens, M.S., a 
nutritionist specializing in food sensitivities and ADHD, recommends a 
trial you can run at home: “Start by removing as much sugar, corn syrup, 
and other natural sweeteners as you can from his diet for 10 days — a 
difficult but doable task! On the eleventh day, give him a sugar test, stirring 
a tablespoon of sugar into 100-percent pure fruit juice. Does he kick it up a 
gear or three in terms of hyperactivity? Does he have less ability to focus? If 
yes, you have your answer.”

sugar by any other name

The following ingredients are all code words for sugar:

• corn sweetener

• corn syrup

• corn syrup solids

• dehydrated cane juice

• dextrin

• dextrose

• maltodextrin; malt syrup; maltose

• molasses

• rice syrup

• saccharose

• sorghum or sorghum syrup

• sucrose

“You have to fuel your 
body well for it to run 
well. I notice a huge 
difference when my 
family drinks adequate 
water, eats consis-
tently and healthily.”
—An ADDitude reader
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vitamins, Minerals, and supplements

Though most of us strive to eat and feed our children a balanced diet that 
helps our bodies maintain healthy levels of key nutrients, in some cases, 
eating well is not enough. Research finds that people with ADHD may be 
naturally deficient in some critical nutrients. For others, ADHD medication 
may suppress appetite enough that we don’t take in adequate nutrition. In 
these cases, supplements can help make up for these deficiencies, experts say, 
and improve attention and focus with minimal side effects.

You may want to start with an over-the-counter multivitamin containing 
the recommended daily allowance of vitamins and minerals — an every-
day habit for many with or without ADHD. Keep in mind that many of the 
multivitamin/multimineral products on the market contain sugar, preser-
vatives, and artificial colors, which may increase hyperactivity in children. 
Look for brands that are low in sugar with no artificial colors or flavors.

There are a few specific vitamins, minerals, herbs, and supplements, how-
ever, that may be particularly helpful for children and adults with ADHD. 
Read on to learn more. But before you add any supplements to your diet, 
be sure to speak with your doctor. Go over all the vitamins, minerals, and 
medications you currently take, so he or she can identify any potential 
interactions. High levels of some supplements, such as iron and zinc, can 
be dangerous. For many others, there isn’t a lot of research to determine a 
recommended daily dose.

omega-3 fatty acids (fish oil)

Found mainly in cold-water, fatty fish — such as sardines, tuna, and 
salmon — omega-3 fatty acids are believed to be important in brain and 
nerve cell function, boosting the body’s production of the neurotransmitter 
dopamine. The body cannot make omega-3 fatty acids by itself, and most 
people don’t consume enough of them to derive benefits, which is why fish-
oil supplements are popular today. 

“Fats make up 60 percent of the brain and the nerves that run every sys-
tem in the body,” says William Sears, M.D., associate 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.”

free downLoad
ADHD vitamins & 
Supplements
http://additu.de/vitsupp
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Two essential fatty acids are found in fish oil: linoleic (or omega 6) and 
alpha linolenic (or omega 3). These are the prime structural components 
of brain cell membranes, and an important part of the enzymes that allow 
cell membranes to transport nutrients in and out of cells. Western diets 
contain too many omega-6 fatty acids and too few omega 3s. In addition to 
cold-water fish, omega-3s are also found in soybeans, walnuts, wheat germ, 
pumpkin seeds, eggs, and flaxseed and canola oils.

If you’re looking for a single supplement to add to your diet, it should be 
fish oil. Besides being good for heart health, recent studies have shown that 
omega-3 fatty acids improve symptoms of ADHD.

Fish Oil Findings
A 2005 study12 published in Pediatrics 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/
hyperactivity disorder,” reports one of the study’s authors, Paul Montgom-
ery, D.Phil., a researcher in the psychiatry department at the University of 
Oxford in England.

For Montgomery’s study, schoolchildren were given fish oil supplements 
rich in omega-3 essential fatty acids (EFAs) for a period of three months. 
During this time, the children showed significant improvements in 
behavior, reading, and spelling.

Some studies13 suggest that omega-3 fatty acids break down faster in 
ADHD bodies, making supplements especially helpful to children and 
adults with ADHD. “Individuals with ADHD who have low levels of 
omega-3s will show the biggest improvement in mental focus and cognitive 
function when they add more of these healthy fats to their diet,” says Rich-
ard Brown, M.D., associate clinical professor of psychiatry at Columbia 
University College of Physicians and Surgeons.

A 2016 review of 25 separate studies of omega-3 fatty acids and ADHD, 
however, called the findings into question. The research team, at the Rad-
boud University Medical Center in the Netherlands, pointed out that most 
of the studies linking better symptom control to omega-3s were non-place-
bo-controlled, making their results less reputable; the double-blind, place-

“My daughter has 
ADHD. She started 
to take Nordic type 
lemon flavored liquid 
unprocessed fish oil (2 
teaspoon a day) and 
her life has changed. 
She feels good, has 
stopped procrastinat-
ing and is communicat-
ing more effectively.”
— magnoj

CHAPTEr 2  Diet, Nutrition & Supplements 
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bo-controlled studies had far more inconsistent results. The study did not 
condemn or dismiss the use of omega-3s to control symptoms of ADHD, 
but it called for larger, double-blind studies and argued that results are cur-
rently too inconsistent to make a strong case for omega-3s.

Dose
There are two main types of omega-3 fatty acids in fish oil: 
eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) and docosahexaenoic acid (DHA). The most 
popular omega-3 supplements differ in the amounts of EPA and DHA they 
contain. Based on the most recent research, John Ratey, M.D., associate 
clinical professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, recommends 
that you choose a supplement that has at least three times the amount of 
EPA to DHA. “The data seem to show that those using supplements con-
taining higher ratios of EPA get a better response in ADHD symptoms, 
including mood swings and aggression,” Dr. Ratey says.

Children may take up to 2.5 grams of fish oil each day; adults may take up 
to 5 grams. Keep in mind that you may need to take fish oil for up to six 
weeks before you start seeing the benefits.

Warnings and Side Effects
The most common side effect of taking a fish oil supplement 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.

To avoid excess mercury in your diet, eat no more than two to three serv-
ings of fish each week and supplement with a mercury-free fish-oil capsule. 
Pick one of the toxin-free omega-3 products listed at ifosprogram.com to 
be sure it is mercury-free.

Specialty Formulations
Fish burps are real, and they are dreaded. The fishy taste of many omega-3 
supplements and the large size of many fish oil capsules deter many chil-
dren from trying this line of treatment. So ADDitude asked three children 
(ages 7, 10, and 10) to try several popular omega-3 products.

Although none of the products caused the deal-breaker fish burps, some of 
them did need to be hidden in other foods to get past our tasters’ picky pal-
ates. Here are the results, along with some frank comments from our panel.

free downLoad
Fish Oil for ADHD
http://additu.de/3j
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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. Try it 
in chocolate milk or a spoonful of lemon yogurt.

•  Coromega Kids Omega-3 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. Mixing 
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 kids liked it straight. One commented: “Mmm, 
yummy. I could drink it all down.”

•  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. Instead of wa-
ter, try mixing it in lemonade or orange juice.

There are several gummy and chewable forms of omega-3s on the market, 
but these don’t contain high levels of EPA and DHA, cautions Sandy New-
mark, M.D., head of the Pediatric Integrative Neurodevelopmental Pro-
gram at the Osher Center for Integrative Medicine. He advises parents 
to stick with more potent capsules and liquids.

For vegetarians, fish-free options derived from algae, flaxseed oils, or 
other plant-based sources do exist. Try Purity Products Omega 3-6-9 
vegetarian Softgels.

free downLoad
Fish Oil Supplements for 
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Minerals

Several minerals — zinc, iron, and magnesium — are believed to play a 
role in regulating inattention, impulsivity, and hyperactivity in children. 
The safest and often easiest way to correct a mineral deficiency is to eat 
more foods with high levels of the nutrient in question, but sometimes 
supplementation via a tablet or capsule is called for.

Many minerals can cause side effects in high dosages, so always talk with a 
doctor before adding any supplement to your or your child’s diet.

Zinc
A 2004 study14, published in BMC Psychiatry, followed 44 children with 
ADHD, half of whom were given 55 mg of zinc sulfate, as well as methyl-
phenidate, the active ingredient found in both Ritalin and Concerta. After 
six weeks, ADHD symptoms in all of the children improved; however, 
those who took zinc showed even greater improvement in their symptoms 
of hyperactivity and impulsivity. Another study15 from that year found 
that children taking a zinc supplement showed improvement when com-
pared to others taking a placebo. A 2011 study16, however, found mixed 
results for zinc, and cautioned against relying too much on zinc as an ADHD 
treatment.

Zinc is involved in the regulation of dopamine, a neurotransmitter that 
helps control mood. Dr. Ratey believes that zinc sulfate may make a drug 
like Ritalin more effective by improving the brain’s response to dopamine.

>  foods high in zinc: red meat, turkey, chicken, pork, lamb, oysters, 
beans, pumpkin seeds

Iron
A 2004 study17 found that the average iron level in children with ADHD 
(measured as serum ferritin levels) was 22 ng/mL, compared with 44 ng/
mL in children without ADHD. Another study showed that increasing iron 
levels improved symptoms for children with ADHD almost as much as 
taking a stimulant.

Because too much iron is dangerous, have your pediatrician test ferritin 
levels before giving supplemental iron. Often, iron can be brought up to 
adequate levels by adding more iron-rich foods to your diet.

“As part of my 
treatment plan, my 
vitamins / supplements 
& minerals are crucial 
to maintaining my 
mental health!” 
 —An ADDitude reader

Find further research on 
using iron to treat ADHD at
http://additu.de/iron
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Limit dairy products when serving iron-rich food. Calcium interferes with 
the mineral’s absorption. Two to three servings of dairy a day for children 
ages 4 to 8, and four servings for adults and children 9 to 18, can supply 
enough calcium without compromising iron absorption.

>  foods high in iron: red meat, turkey, chicken, shellfish, beans, leafy 
greens

Magnesium
This mineral is involved in many metabolic processes in the body. Among 
the substances that are developed from magnesium are the myelin sheath 
that surrounds our brain cells (making neural transmission possible) and 
the neurotransmitters that support attention and concentration.

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.

>  foods high in magnesium: spinach and chard, almonds, avocado, 
black beans

vitamins

As with mineral deficiencies, the best way to prevent or correct a vitamin 
deficiency is often by simply eating more foods high in that vitamin. If 
that becomes difficult, vitamin supplements can help. Again, high doses 
of some vitamins can cause side effects, so talk with your doctor before 
changing or adding a supplement to your diet. 

vitamin B
Deficiencies in B vitamins — particularly B6 — can cause irritability and 
fatigue in children and adults with ADHD. Adequate B6 levels achieved 
through dietary changes or a supplement can increase alertness and de-
crease anxiety-like symptoms.

One small study18 claimed to find that B6 supplements were more effec-
tive at treating ADHD symptoms in children than was Ritalin. However, 
the study used very high doses of vitamin B6, which can be dangerous. 
Other studies19 have indicated moderately positive effects on hyperactiv-
ity in children, particularly when combined with magnesium.

free downLoad
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A study published in November 201620 in the British Journal of Psy-
chiatry Open found lower levels of vitamins B2, B6, and B9 in adults with 
ADHD, and cautiously speculated that “It is possible that low levels of 
certain vitamins may contribute to ADHD symptoms.”

>  foods high in b6: wild-caught tuna, bananas, sesame and sun-
flower seeds, turkey, pistachios

vitamin C
Vitamin C, says Ned Hallowell, M.D., is important in modulating the neu-
rotransmitter dopamine at the synapses in the brain. (ADHD stimulants are 
effective because they increase dopamine levels in the brain.) Hallowell rec-
ommends vitamin C from food, which is more effective than that found in 
pills. If your child doesn’t eat foods high in vitamin C, try a daily supplement. 

A 2006 study21 found that children taking a vitamin C supplement expe-
rienced improved ADHD symptoms, particularly hyperactivity. However, 
the study also used flax oil — a source of omega-3 fatty acids — so it’s dif-
ficult to tell which vitamin was responsible for the positive results. Other 
larger studies22 have shown vitamin C to help significantly with iron 
absorption.

One caution: Don’t take vitamin C less than an hour before or after taking 
ADHD medications. It prevents the medications from being absorbed.

>  foods high in vitamin c: oranges and other citrus fruits, red pep-
pers, kale

Herbs

Before trying any herbal remedies, keep in mind that “Herbal products 
vary greatly in quality, and some contain contaminants,” cautions Sandy 
Newmark, M.D. “Find a knowledgeable professional to help you identify 
reliable sources of pure, standardized herbs.”

Pycnogenol
This extract made from French maritime pine bark was found in a dou-
ble-blind 2017 study23 to improve hyperactivity and sharpen attention, 
concentration, and visual-motor coordination in students after one month, 
based on standardized measures and teacher and parent ratings. The herb is 

eXpert podcast
Non-Medical Interventions 
to Manage ADHD 
Symptoms
http://additu.de/podalt
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also rich in polyphenols, antioxidants that protect brain cells from free radi-
cal damage. “The first double-blind study on the herb was published in 2006, 
confirming its benefit,” says Dr. Brown. “Larger randomized trials, though, 
are needed.” Dr. Newmark adds, “There is not convincing research that py-
cnogenol is effective, but for some children it can improve concentration.”

valerian and Lemon Balm
The herb valerian can calm hyperactivity and may reduce anxiety, but it 
doesn’t improve concentration. Valerian also helps with sleep problems and 
lessens the “rebound effect” that some children experience when stimulants 
wear off. A 1992 study24 found that a combination of valerian and lemon 
balm helped to relax children with ADHD by reducing anxiety.

Ginkgo Biloba and Ginseng
Some small studies show that ginkgo biloba helps improve memory and, 
when taken with ginseng, can decrease impulsiveness and distractibility. 
Other studies have shown no or minimal improvement. Talk with your 
doctor or a nutritionist who specializes in herbs before trying this pair. These 
herbs can cause health problems, especially if you have a history of diabetes, 
seizures, or schizophrenia. They may also interfere with other medications.

Rhodiola Rosea
Made from a plant of the same name that grows in the Arctic, rhodiola rosea 
can improve alertness, attention, and accuracy. It can be too stimulating for 
young children but is occasionally beneficial in children ages 8 to 12. It is 
most useful, says Dr. Brown, for students in junior high, high school, and 
college, who have to complete long papers and spend hours reading.

“I have found valerian 
very helpful just to 
calm me down a bit.” 
—liasamturn
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Homeopathic remedies for adHd

If you’ve ever wondered why ADHD — a condition often characterized by 
excessive hyperactivity — is best treated by medications that further stim-
ulate the brain, then you’re already familiar with the concept of “like cures 
like,” the premise behind the alternative treatment homeopathy.

Homeopathy has been around for more than 200 years; it was invented in 
1796 by German physician Samuel Hahnemann. It involves taking sub-
stances that cause undesired symptoms in healthy people — like arsenic 
or tuberculosis bacteria — and diluting them hundreds or thousands of 
time in alcohol or water. The final product, known as a homeopathic, is 
primarily water — only miniscule amounts of the active ingredient remain. 
According to Hahnemann’s theory, this small amount works much like 
a vaccine would, triggering a symptom-reducing reaction in people who 
present with the disease already. Homeopathy rose to prominence in the 
19th century, and though its popularity has since dwindled, it remains in 
use — in various forms — in countries all over the world.

Despite its widespread popularity, homeopathy is considered little more than 
pseudoscience by many in the international medical community. Most well 
designed studies conclude that any positive effects seen from homeopathic 
remedies are the result of the placebo effect or the regression fallacy.

In 2009, the World Health Organization (WHO) issued an official state-
ment25 specifically warning against the use of homeopathy for serious 
diseases like HIV, tuberculosis, or malaria. The Australian National Health 
and Medical Research Council, the United Kingdom’s House of Commons 
Science and Technology Committee, and the Swiss Federal Health Office 
have all separately concluded that homeopathic remedies are not effective, 
and have recommended that they not receive government funding. The UK 
National Health Service no longer funds homeopathic medicine, declaring 
it a “misuse of resources.”

No specific statements have been issued regarding the use of homeopathy 
to address non-life-threatening conditions like ADHD, however, and some 
small studies have reported positive effects on ADHD symptoms from ho-
meopathic remedies. Since homeopathics are mostly water, the risk of side 
effects is low — particularly when compared to stimulant medications.

“At this point, there 
isn’t good evidence 
that homeopathy is 
effective for ADHD. 
However, it is a safe 
therapy, with minimal 
side effects, so if a 
family is interested in 
trying homeopathy, I 
do not discourage it.”
—Sandy Newmark, M.D.

CHAPTEr 2  Diet, Nutrition & Supplements 
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And regardless of research, many with ADHD — especially those who wish 
to avoid or reduce their use of prescription medications — swear by ho-
meopathic remedies for distractibility, impulsivity, and more symptoms.

What Homeopathic Treatments Are Best?
A prominent feature of homeopathic medicine is that each patient will ide-
ally receive an individualized treatment plan, tailored to his or her symp-
toms and biology. The homeopath (a professional specializing in homeop-
athy) assesses each patient with ADHD, and works to create a personalized 
mix of homeopathic substances designed to target his or her unique symp-
toms of inattention, hyperactivity, anxiety, or sleeping disorders. As such, 
it’s difficult to predict exactly which homeopathic remedies will work best 
for you or your child — or if they’ll work at all.

Below, we’ve outlined several of the most common homeopathic remedies 
used by individuals with ADHD; to find out more or to start a homeo-
pathic treatment plan, seek out a trained homeopath in your area.

1. coffea cruda: Made from unroasted coffee beans, the homeo-
pathic remedy coffea cruda claims to have the exact opposite effect as 
a cup of joe: it unwinds the mind instead of revving it up, and is most 
often used to combat sleeplessness and racing thoughts in children and 
adults with ADHD.

ADDitude blogger Kristen Caven describes coffea cruda as a “magic 
bullet” for herself and for her son, both of who have ADHD. “I take 
coffea cruda in the middle of the night when my heart is beating fast 
because I drank coffee at a dinner party,” she writes in a blog post. “My 
little guy, from about age 9 or 10, self-administers this remedy (it’s very 
safe) on nights when his thoughts race like sports cars in his head as he 
lies there in the dark.”

Coffea cruda has been tested in a few small studies, including one that 
found that young adults with anxiety and trouble sleeping demon-
strated less fatigue following nights that they were treated with coffea 
cruda, when compared to a placebo26.The same study, however, found 
that the subjects woke up more frequently during the night when 
taking coffea cruda, and cycled between sleep stages more rapidly than 
they normally would. Other studies27 have found coffea cruda to be 
more effective than a placebo at managing chronic sleep problems, and 
one small Iranian study28 claimed that coffea cruda was more effective 

“I just started drinking 
coffee a year ago, 
and its effects on me 
were great. It calms 
me down in so many 
ways and helps me 
concentrate.”
—Missbrowneyes

https://www.additudemag.com/why-my-kids-drink-wait-for-it-coffee/
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at managing sleep problems in young men than valerian, a popular 
herb used to treat sleeplessness.

2. synaptol: Synaptol is a homeopathic liquid specially formulated 
for the treatment of ADHD in children and adults age 2 and older. It’s 
a mix of green oat grass (avena sativa), sweet violet (viola odorata), 
skullcap (scutelaria lateriflora), and several other herbs claimed by the 
manufacturer to improve attention and limit hyperactivity. Synaptol 
contains no alcohol or sugar, and advertises itself as gluten-free — a 
potential plus for anyone with ADHD whose symptoms are sensitive to 
certain foods or other similar triggers.

ADDitude reader “DrJoe” says Synaptol helped his son, who struggled 
with inattention and fatigue. “I think the prescription medications had 
made him worse because of the harsh side effects,” he writes. “He was 
always in a fog, tired, etc. I tried Synaptol, dropped the prescription 
drugs, and he got a lot better. It helped him focus without all the bad 
side effects… I asked him for an honest assessment, and he said that he 
was a lot better with Synaptol than with the prescription medication.”

No clinical studies have been done on Synaptol as a whole. Each sep-
arate component has been listed in the Homeopathic Materia Medica, 
a compilation of the results of Hahnemann’s “pathogenetic trials.” At 
least two small studies — both published in 201129 30 — found that 
green oat grass, in particular, can boost cognitive skills and concentra-
tion in adults. However, both of these studies used non-homeopathic 
levels of green oat grass; it’s unclear if the low levels present in Synaptol 
would have the same effect.

3. verta alb: Derived from a plant in the lily family, verta alb is used 
to “soothe the nerves,” and is often used for children with ADHD and 
comorbid anxiety. It has also been claimed to reduce the potential for 
temper tantrums in children who struggle to control their emotions. 
Like other plants used in homeopathy, verta alb is highly toxic in large 
doses; in fact, recent hypotheses suggest31 that Alexander the Great 
was poisoned with verta alb, as opposed to arsenic — though historians 
remain divided on the issue.

Verta alb is present in several homeopathic remedies designed to treat 
ADHD, including BrightSpark, a popular compound produced by the 
company Native Remedies. No studies have been conducted on either 

“We tried Synaptol 
for 30 days with no 
positive results.” 
—mick5719

“I started my daughter 
on Synaptol about one 
month ago. She says 
that she thinks the 
Synaptol is helping 
with her focus.”
—MissRuth

https://www.additudemag.com/treatment/synaptol/
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BrightSpark or verta alb on its own, and while anecdotal evidence is 
mixed, some patients report that verta alb helped their child manage 
his or her emotions and temper over-excitability.

“For over 6 months I had my son on BrightSpark… I also added Triple 
Complex Mood Tonic to help ease irritability and mood swings,” says 
ADDitude reader “nessa.” “These products are in chewable, tiny pill 
form. I saw noticeable differences in son’s mood and hyperactivity lev-
els in four days! (Although some children can take up to a few weeks to 
notice changes.)… These tabs have to be taken 3 times a day, since the 
body processes and eliminates as used. Therefore, the school will have 
to administer one to two of the daily doses. At my son’s school, I had 
to provide a script from our family doctor stating it was OK for son to 
take these natural meds, and directions on how to administer.”

4. stramonium: Stramonium, derived from the herb Datura stramo-
nium — also known as Devil’s snare — is intended to reduce aggressive 
or violent behavior, a common occurrence in children with ADHD or 
comorbid oppositional defiant disorder. Proponents also claim that it 
can be useful for children with post-traumatic stress disorder, or other 
forms of anxiety, in homeopathic doses. At high doses, however, stram-
onium can cause hallucinations, delirium, or, in rare cases, death.

A small 1997 study32 found that of several homeopathic remedies 
tested on children with ADHD, stramonium was among the most 
effective when compared to a placebo. However, the study was not truly 
double-blind, as it claimed; researchers were aware which subjects had 
been assigned to the homeopathic treatment and which were assigned 
to the placebo. Additionally, a large number of the children in the study 
were simultaneously taking Ritalin or other stimulant medications, 
potentially confounding the results.

5. Hyoscyamus: Hyoscyamus — also known as hen-bane — is a 
nightshade that is a close relative of stramonium; it was found in 
the same 1997 study to be effective on ADHD symptoms. Like other 
members of the nightshade family, it is known to cause hallucinations 
or sickness when consumed in large amounts. In tiny homeopathic 
amounts, it is specifically recommended for fidgety, restless children — 
particularly those who struggle to control their outbursts.

free downLoad
The ADDitude Guide to 
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A 2005 randomized, double-blind study33 on 62 children with diag-
nosed ADHD found that a homeopathic blend — of which hyoscyamus 
was a significant part — showed improvement in symptoms of impul-
sivity, attention, and visual perception when compared to a placebo. 
However, the study excluded children who failed to respond to ho-
meopathic remedies during a pre-trial evaluation period, indicating a 
potential bias in the final results.
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Therapies
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cognitive behavioral therapy

Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) is a goal-oriented form of psychother-
apy. Rather than delving into a patient’s history and feelings, CBT aims to 
tangibly change her behavior by changing negative thought patterns. Ther-
apists might work with adult patients on such concrete objectives as paying 
bills on time or not losing their keys, or to develop better habits surround-
ing sleep, exercise, and staying organized.

The therapy is based on the recognition that cognitions, or automatic 
thoughts, can lead to behavioral and emotional difficulties. Automatic 
thoughts are spontaneous interpretations of events. These impressions are 
susceptible to distortion, such as unfounded assumptions about yourself 
(or others), a situation, or the future. An unhealthy internal dialog could 
prevent an individual from working toward a goal, working to develop 
productive new habits, or generally taking calculated risks.

CBT aims to change the irrational thought patterns that prevent individ-
uals from staying on task or getting things done. For an individual with 
ADHD who thinks, “This has to be perfect or it’s no good,” or “I never do 
anything right,” CBT challenges the truth of those cognitions.

Cognitive Distortions
Individuals who grow up with ADHD (particularly if it has gone undiag-
nosed) encounter more frequent and frustrating setbacks in life — on the 

free downLoad
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You have probably heard the adage, “Pills don’t 
teach skills.” While ADHD medications have been 
shown to reduce the core symptoms of hyperactivity, 
distractibility, and inattention, they don’t teach adults 
and children with the disorder how to behave instead 
— how to get and stay organized, arrive on time 
to appointments, defuse frustration and negative 
thinking, and so on. Cognitive behavioral therapy, for 
adults, and behavioral therapy or parent training, for 
children, do teach these skills. Read on to learn more 
about these and other therapies.

http://additu.de/cbt-faq
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job, in social interactions, and at school. Because of these many setbacks, 
adults with ADHD become self-critical and pessimistic. This, in turn, 
sometimes causes them to experience negative emotions, cognitive distor-
tions, and unhealthy self-beliefs. It is common for individuals living with 
ADHD to think they are at fault when situations don’t turn out well, when, 
in many cases, they aren’t. They may bring the same pessimism to the fu-
ture, imagining that tomorrow will go as badly as today.

It turns out that the demoralizing thoughts and beliefs that keep individuals 
from doing what they want to do can’t stand up to the light of logic. As CBT 
reveals, these thought processes are distorted in certain characteristic ways:

•  All-or-nothing thinking. You view everything as entirely good or 
entirely bad: If you don’t do something perfectly, you’ve failed.

•  Overgeneralization. You see a single negative event as part of a pat-
tern: For example, you always forget to pay your bills.

•  Mind reading. You think you know what people think about you or 
something you’ve done — and it’s bad.

•  Fortune telling. You are certain that things will turn out badly.

•  Magnification and minimization. You exaggerate the significance of 
minor problems while trivializing your accomplishments.

•  “Should” statements. You focus on how things should be, leading to 
severe self-criticism as well as feelings of resentment toward others.

•  Personalization. You blame yourself for negative events and down-
play the responsibility of others.

•  Mental filtering. You see only the negative aspects of any experience.

•  Emotional reasoning. You assume that your negative feelings reflect 
reality: Feeling bad about your job means “I’m doing badly and will 
probably get fired.”

•  Comparative thinking. You measure yourself against others and feel 
inferior, even though the comparison may be unrealistic.

Once individuals learn to recognize these distorted thoughts, they’re better 
able to replace them with realistic thinking.

“Medication alone 
is not as effective as 
medication and CBT. 
CBT enables one to 
recognize ADD traits 
and teaches one how 
to control and cope 
with ADD’s crippling 
symptoms.” 
—An ADDitude reader

CHAPTEr 3  Therapies
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“Understanding how you think is an effective start to making changes in 
your life,” says J. Russell Ramsay, Ph.D., co-founder and co-director of the 
University of Pennsylvania’s Adult ADHD Treatment and Research 
Program and an associate professor of clinical psychology in psychiatry in 
the University of Pennsylvania Perelman School of Medicine. “Changing 
thoughts and changing behavior work hand in hand. Widening your view 
of a situation makes it possible to expand the ways you can deal with it.”

How Does CBT Work?
CBT sessions focus on identifying the situations in which poor planning, 
disorganization, and poor time and task management create challenges in a 
patient’s day-to-day life — and developing concrete coping skills to handle 
those situations.

For example, “Many people with ADHD don’t wear a watch,” says Mary So-
lanto, Ph.D., associate professor of psychiatry at the Mt. Sinai School of Medi-
cine. However, remembering to wear a watch, placing clocks all over the house, 
and keeping a detailed log of the day helps a lot with time management.

Solanto describes the steps involved in a strategy she uses with many of her 
patients:

• Buy an ADHD-friendly planner.

•  Write down every task you have to do in a day, from appointments, 
like that quarterly meeting and dentist appointment, to everyday er-
rands, like picking up the dry cleaning and bringing the recycling bins 
to the curb.

•  Follow the simple mantra, “If it’s not in the planner, it doesn’t exist.”

•  Link checking your planner to routine activities, like brushing your 
teeth, eating lunch, walking the dog.

free webinar replay: How cognitive behavioral therapy Unlocks 
positivity and productivity for adults with adHd

Listen to J. Russell Ramsay, Ph.D., discuss common cognitive traps for adults with ADHD, how to 
change negative thought patterns, the latest research on CBT, and more.  http://additu.de/cbt

“CBT was a tremen-
dous benefit to confi-
dence and self-image. 
The first step was to 
not be so critical, but 
rather be happy with 
myself and what I had 
accomplished.” 
—An ADDitude reader
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http://www.med.upenn.edu/add/adhd.html
http://www.med.upenn.edu/add/adhd.html
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DIy CBT Strategies from the Experts
Break overwhelming tasks into pieces. If going through a pile of papers 
makes you think, “I’ll never get it all done,” commit to going through half 
the pile. If you think you’ll never be able to write that big report for work, 
commit to writing the first two paragraphs before lunch. “Keep reducing 
the piece of the task until you can say, ‘I can do this easily,’” Solanto says.

Reframe negative thinking. Some people with ADHD put off doing tasks 
because they are convinced they cannot do them — often because of past 
experience. Ramsay recommends: “Ask yourself what you are assuming 
will happen if you try. Is there another way this could possibly turn out? 
If a friend had ADHD, how would you advise and encourage him? Why 
assume that the same thing wouldn’t work for you?”

Use the “10-minute rule.” Commit to working at a large job for only 
10 minutes. Tell yourself you can stop after that, guilt-free. Since getting 
started is often the hardest part, you’re likely to keep going.

Link tasks. Solanto advises all of her patients to consolidate their to-do 
lists into a single planner and make checking it routine by linking it to 
tasks you do every day, like brushing your teeth or eating lunch.

Capture distracting thoughts. If you’re working on a task and another 
thought comes to mind (typically, something else you need to do), jot it 
down in a notebook. Tell yourself, “I’ll do this later,” then go back to work.

Visually call out distractions. Place colored stickers on sources of dis-
traction, like the telephone or computer, advises Steven A. Safren, Ph.D., 
director of Behavioral Medicine in the Massachusetts General Hospital 
Department of Psychiatry. Each time you spot a dot, ask yourself, “Am 
I’m doing what I’m supposed to be doing?”

Make distant goals or rewards more present. “Imagine what it would be 
like to accomplish your goal, until it becomes so real, so visceral, you can 
almost taste it,” says Solanto. A student who is tempted away from writing 
a paper by friends who want to party might think ahead to how good it 
would feel to ace the course.

Identify your strengths. “People tend to focus on their weaknesses and 
overlook their strengths,” says Lily Hechtman, M.D., professor of psychi-

“People tend to focus 
on their weaknesses 
and overlook their 
strengths.” 
—Lily Hechtman, M.D.

CHAPTEr 3  Therapies
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atry and pediatrics at McGill University. To overcome this problem, she 
recommends writing a list of your positive attributes. Then identify one 
personal shortcoming — and do something about it. For example, if you 
seldom finish projects, come up with a task that takes several days. Set a 
deadline, and do your best to meet it. Each incremental success gives your 
self-image a boost.

Keep a daily “thought record” to track your inner voice. Divide a sheet 
of paper into five columns. For each thought that comes up in a problem 
situation:  

1. Record the thought itself.

2. Describe the situation in which it arose.

3. List the feelings aroused by the thought.

4. List the thought distortions you can identify.

5. List more realistic thoughts.

The Research on CBT
CBT was developed more than 40 years ago, but it’s principles have been 
applied to ADHD only within the last two decades. In that time, the ef-
ficacy of CBT has been borne out in research, including a 2010 study 
conducted at Massachusetts General Hospital34. The study found that 
CBT, used in conjunction with medication, improved symptom control in 
adults with ADHD. “This study shows that a skills-based approach can help 
patients learn how to cope with their attention problems and better manage 
this significant and impairing disorder,” said study lead Steven Safren, Ph.D.

Two 2016 studies that involved 12-session courses of CBT also showed 
positive results. In the first35, published in the journal Behavior Research 
and Therapy, adults with ADHD who completed a course of CBT showed 
improvements in ADHD symptom ratings and beneficial changes in the 
same brain regions that are typically monitored in studies of medication 
treatment. 

In the second 2016 study36, published in the Journal of Attention Disor-
ders, the subjects received a course of CBT with or without medication. 
The adults who received both treatments showed greater improvement 
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in ADHD symptoms than did those who received only CBT — but these 
differences diminished over time. “Those who had received CBT alone 
continued improving over the follow-up, while those who had received the 
combined treatment maintained their gains,” noted lead researcher Mariya 
Cherkasova, Ph.D., of the University of British Columbia. 

Quick CBT FAQs
Does CBT work for kids? CBT works best for adults with ADHD and may 
be effective for adolescents. In children, there is some evidence that CBT works 
in treating anxiety. For ADHD, however, it’s more effective to involve parents 
in the behavioral therapy, training them to reward good behavior and discour-
age unacceptable behavior and to parent consistently. This approach is often 
referred to as behavior modification or parent training (see next section).

How quickly will I see benefits? Results come quickly. Traditional forms of 
therapy can go on for years, whereas cognitive behavioral therapy typically 
begins to yield benefits in only 12 to 15 one-hour sessions. However, most 
patients continue with CBT much longer, as it emphasizes long-term main-
tenance of coping skills and improvements.

Who administers CBT? Cognitive behavioral therapy is administered by 
a therapist. There are many excellent CBT therapists, but relatively few of 
them specialize in ADHD. Competent therapists can use one of the many 
CBT treatment manuals for professionals to treat a patient with ADHD.

Where can I find a CBT therapist? It’s easy to find a CBT therapist, but it 
can be harder to find one who specializes in ADHD. When you interview 
a prospective therapist, ask about her training in CBT and experience in 
working with ADHD.

“Most cognitive therapists are generalists who don’t have specific training 
in ADHD but can apply its principles to the disorder,” says Judith Beck, 
Ph.D., director of the Beck Institute for Cognitive Therapy and Research in 
Philadelphia.

Here are a few resources to start your search:
•  The ADDitude Directory: 

http://directory.additudemag.com/

“CBT helps me to 
identify and name my 
personal challenges 
and tackle them.” 
—An ADDitude reader

http://directory.additudemag.com/
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•  The Academy of Cognitive Therapy (ACT): 
 http://www.academyofct.org/

•  The Association for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies (ABCT): 
http://www.abct.org/Home/

•  The CHADD Resource Directory: 
http://www.chadd.org

•  The Attention Deficit Disorder Association (ADDA): 
https://add.org/

CBT Success Story: A Physician with ADHD Regains Her Confidence
Mary is a physician who was recently diagnosed with ADHD. At the start 
of her first CBT session, she sobbed as she unloaded her worries about her 
job, her marriage, and whether she was too disorganized to raise a child. 
She had felt like an “impostor” her whole life, having been told, “You’re too 
smart to have ADHD.”

She said she was embarrassed by the fact that she had to take a job at an 
urgent care facility after her contract with a group medical practice was not 
renewed, due to her disorganization and poor follow-through at work.

The therapist asked Mary for an example of a task in her daily life that was 
tied to any of these worries. Mary said that she was already behind in her 
charting and had gotten an “unofficial warning” from the facility opera-
tions manager. Then, she and the therapist reverse-engineered how she 
typically handled charting and explored her mindset (“I hate charting”), 
emotions (“I’m stressed about everything I have to do”), and escape behav-
iors (“I end up doing ‘hands-on’ tasks I can get out of the way”) that result 
in avoiding charting.

Together, they developed an alternate action plan that included a specific 
implementation strategy for charting (“If I get to a computer terminal, then 
I can complete the charting for my last patient and at least one overdue 
chart”), as well as for acknowledging and accepting her discomfort (“I can 
tolerate the stress and still open the electronic chart”). Mary also developed 
a realistic, task-oriented thought to normalize the hassle of charting (“No 
one likes charting. I don’t have to like it to start the next one”).

http://www.academyofct.org/
http://www.abct.org/Home/
http://www.chadd.org
https://add.org/
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Although initial sessions focused on specific tasks, such as charting, the main 
outcome was that Mary had some immediate successes at work and was 
more engaged in what she had to do. The difficulties she faced with charting 
were similar to those she faced in other parts of her life, so these initial skills 
were used to address other important matters. Mary was better able to face 
her worries and had a framework for catching herself when she was avoiding 
them. As a result, Mary’s view of herself shifted to that of being competent 
and confident in managing work as well as other areas of her life.

parent training or behavioral therapy

Behavioral therapy, also known as behavior modification, parent training, 
or parent-management training (PMT), works to gradually improve a 
child’s behavior by offering well-defined rewards and praise when he be-
haves appropriately or consistent consequences when he doesn’t. It’s based 
on the premise that bad behavior results when children realize they can get 
what they want by behaving badly. Say your child throws a fit when you ask 
him to turn off a video game; if you give in even some of the time, he learns 
that he will sometimes succeed. The goal of parent training is to break this 
cycle and help parents discipline children in a more structured way.

Parents learn to give instructions and explain appropriate behavior in a 
clear and authoritative way — “Keep your hands to yourself and walk, don’t 
run, while we’re in the supermarket,” rather than “Be good at the super-
market” — and to be consistent in rewarding or imposing consequences. 
There should be a greater emphasis on observing and rewarding good 
behavior than on calling out negative behavior. Parents are often taught to 
simply ignore minor bad behavior.

James Swanson, Ph.D., professor of pediatrics at the University of Cali-
fornia, Irvine, outlines the four principles he believes all behavior therapy 
programs should include:

1.  Reinforce good behavior with a reward system — stars on a chart or 
extending a special privilege, like playing a favorite video game for 
an extra half-hour or going to a movie on Friday night.

2.  Discourage negative behavior by ignoring it. According to experts, a 
child often uses bad behavior to get attention.

3.  Take away a privilege if the negative behavior is too serious to ignore.
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4.  Remove common triggers of bad behavior. For example, if a child 
often misbehaves when sitting next to a particular buddy in the class-
room, ask the teacher to re-assign your child to another seat.

A First-Line Treatment
In 2011, the American Academy of Pediatrics37 (AAP) released new 
guidelines that recommended that behavioral therapy be used as a first-
line treatment for ADHD in children younger than 6. 

A study38 published in the Journal of Clinical Child & Adolescent Psychol-
ogy in early 2016 found that children with ADHD who were treated with 
behavior therapy first showed lasting improvements more quickly than 
those who were treated with stimulants first. And because the parents who 
began with medication were less motivated to add behavior therapy to 
their children’s treatment regimens, lead study author William Pelham, Jr., 
Ph.D., director of the Center for Children and Families (CCF) at Flor-
ida International University strongly believes that that all children should 
begin with behavior therapy.

“The benefit of using behavior therapy first is that, if a child also needs med-
ication, he can often get by with a smaller dose,” says Pelham. “Also, parents 
who see that medication is working are less motivated to follow through 
with behavior therapy. That would be fine if the data showed that medication 
alone helped the long-term trajectory of ADHD kids. It doesn’t.”

However, a May 2016 report39 published by the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention (CDC) revealed that fewer than 50 percent of young 
children with ADHD are receiving behavior therapy to treat the condi-
tion — much less as a first-line treatment. The stumbling block for many 
busy, overwhelmed parents (including many who have ADHD themselves) 
is probably the time commitment required for a course of parent training. 
However, the time investment is likely worthwhile, considering the long-
term benefits of behavior therapy without any risk of medication side effects. 

Pelham cautions against relying on medication first for another reason. 
As he explains, a child can take medication for 10 years, and the day you 
take him off of it — or he decides not to take it anymore, as some majority 
of teenagers do — the benefits stop. Then what? “It’s a lot harder to learn 
from scratch how to deal with a teenager who’s acting out than it is with a 
a 5 year old who is acting out,” he says. “The parent has lost five or 10 years 

“Several health organi-
zations, including the 
American Academy of 
Pediatrics (AAP), have 
recommended behav-
ior therapy as the first 
line of treatment for 
all children diagnosed 
with ADHD who are 
under age six.” 
—Laura Flynn McCarthy

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/pediatrics/early/2011/10/14/peds.2011-2654.full.pdf
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/pediatrics/early/2011/10/14/peds.2011-2654.full.pdf
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15374416.2015.1105138
https://ccf.fiu.edu/
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/65/wr/mm6517e1.htm?s_cid=mm6517e1_w
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relying on medication and not dealing with problems that behavior therapy 
could have addressed.”

Behavioral Therapy Programs
In a typical behavioral parent training program, professionals lead groups 
of (usually) 15 to 30 parents, all of whom have children diagnosed with 
ADHD. The parent training groups usually meet once a week for eight to 
12 weeks, and one skill is addressed in each session.

A session might begin with a video that shows a parent and child inter-
acting — for example, a child having a meltdown at a grocery store. After 
watching it, the parents might be asked to describe what happened and 
what the parent in the video did correctly or incorrectly. They then discuss 
and role-play how they should respond in a similar situation.

The parents are given “homework” that involves using the skill they learned 
at home over the next week.

Behavioral therapy is generally most successful when parent training is used in 
conjunction with social skills training for the child and the use of a daily report 
card with the child’s teacher to monitor and improve behavior at school.

Will my child be involved?
Some therapists do choose to work with both parent and child. The ap-
proach used with children usually focuses on teaching academic, recre-
ational, and social/behavioral competencies, decreasing aggression, in-
creasing compliance, developing close friendships, improving relationships 
with adults, and building self-efficacy. All programs will use a core set of 
procedures that include coaching, use of examples, modeling, role-playing, 
feedback, rewards and consequences, and practice.

When should I try parent training?
Although it’s never too late for children and parents to benefit from 
parent-training programs, evidence suggests that it works best when 
started early in the child’s life. Younger children generally have simpler 
problems, and they may be more responsive to the techniques parents learn 
during parent-training sessions. For younger children, parent-child inter-
actions aren’t ingrained and may be easier to change. 

“In parent training, we 
shift the balance; we 
teach parents to ignore 
bad behaviors and 
shift their attention to 
the things the child is 
doing right, in between 
negative behaviors, 
to feed those positive 
behaviors.”  
—Matthew Rouse, Ph.D.
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If defiant behavior hasn’t been resolved by the time your child reaches 
his teen years, parent training usually won’t help. You can’t put a teen who 
is bigger and stronger than you in time-out!

Some experts suggest that the longer a parent interacts negatively with her 
child, the greater the chances he will develop secondary behaviors, like 
oppositional defiant disorder, anxiety, depression, or low self-esteem. “You 
can avoid such problems by treating early with behavior therapy” or with 
parent training, says Patricia Quinn, M.D., co-author of Understanding 
Women with AD/HD and When Moms and Kids Have ADD.

What does the research say?
While other non-drug treatments — play therapy, cognitive therapy, 
psychotherapy, and special ADHD eating plans — have been regarded as 
promising, only behavioral treatment has been shown to work in large, 
peer-reviewed studies.

One study40, funded by the National Institute of Mental Health, found that 
the best outcomes — measured by parental satisfaction and some academic 
standards — were the result of “combination” treatment: ADHD medi-
cations that reduce hyperactivity and improve concentration, along with 
parent-training programs that address some of the more subtle symptoms, 
such as difficulty with organizational and social skills.

How can I choose a program?
There are many parent-training courses available nationwide. Each offers 
something unique. Below, we highlight four of the most well known programs:

1. parent-child interaction therapy 
Parent-Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT) is offered in university-based 
centers and by individual therapists.

best for: Parents of kids age two to seven. PCIT involves one-on-one 
therapy with the parent(s), and possibly other family members, as well 
as the defiant child. You interact with your child in a room with a one-
way mirror. The therapist sits on the other side of the mirror, talking 
with you through a headset. This way, your child will associate the new 
behavioral strategies with you — not with a therapist.

Learn more: www.pcit.org 

“Behavior therapy is a 
learning process that 
takes time and effort, 
but it pays off with 
changes that last a 
lifetime.” 
—William Pelham, Ph.D.

https://amzn.to/2keXlmw
https://amzn.to/2keXlmw
https://amzn.to/2LkQQv3
http://www.pcit.org
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2. Helping the noncompliant child 
Helping the Noncompliant Child, a program used with children and 
their parents, is outlined in Rex Forehand’s book, Parenting the 
Strong-Willed Child.

best for: Parents of kids age three to eight. Parents will read and 
follow the instructions in the book, participate in a group program, or 
work one-on-one with a therapist. “The child should be in the room 
with the parent, so the therapist can demonstrate the best response and 
encourage the parent,” Forehand says.

Learn more: www.cebc4cw.org 

3. your defiant child 
The Your Defiant Child program is outlined in Russell Barkley’s book 
of the same name.

best for: Parents of kids age four to 12, especially those who are se-
verely or persistently defiant. In the first four weeks, parents learn to give 
approval, praise, and recognition, and to establish incentives and tokens 
to encourage good behavior. The second four weeks teach parents how to 
correct defiant behavior, using such strategies as focusing on one prob-
lem at a time and acting within 10 seconds of the problem’s occurring. 

Another element is called “Help the Teacher Help Your Child,” in which 
parents use a daily report card to communicate with the teacher. Many 
experts say teacher involvement is critical to a child’s long-term success.

Learn more: www.russellbarkley.org 

4. Group programs 
Group programs teach the principles of PCIT to a group of up to 25 
parents and have the added benefits of providing support to parents 
and costing less than private therapy. Three programs are: COPE 
(Community Parent Education), taught, continuing-ed style, at night 
by paraprofessionals to parents of children up to adolescents; Incredible 
Years, for parents of preschoolers, and focusing on early intervention to 
prevent defiant behavior from worsening; and Positive Parenting Pro-
gram, targeting teens and also providing strategies for managing mari-
tal problems caused by defiant behavior. 

To find one, search Google for group parent-training classes near you.

free downLoad
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How can I evaluate a behavioral therapy program?
Start by asking your own pediatrician for a referral. If there is a local teach-
ing hospital near you, call to see if they offer behavior therapy and parent 
training. You can also look to ADHD parent support groups in your area 
for referrals, or log on to chadd.org.

Make sure the program curriculum is “evidence-based.” This means that 
scientific studies have shown that the type of therapy and parent training 
being offered works to treat ADHD. Here are a few widely available evi-
dence-based programs: Parent-Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT), Parent 
Management Training (PMT), the Positive Parenting Program (Triple P), 
The Incredible Years, and COPE.

Check with your insurance company to see what it covers. Ask if the pro-
gram offers any financial aid; some do. Remember that while BPT costs 
may seem higher, recent research shows that, in the long run, BPT pro-
grams cost less and the benefits last longer than other therapies.

Better Behavior Can Start at Home
The basic idea is to set specific rules governing your child’s behavior (noth-
ing vague or too broad), and to enforce your rules consistently, with positive 
consequences for following them and negative consequences for infractions.

Have you ever given your child a time-out for talking back — or a heads-
up before taking him somewhere that is likely to challenge his self-control? 
Then you already have a sense of how behavior therapy works in parenting 
children with ADHD.

“A lot of behavior modification is just common-sense parenting,” Pelham 
says. “The problem is that none of us were trained how to be good parents, 
and none of us expected to have children who needed parents with great 
parenting skills and patience.”

Although a formal program might be the best introduction to behavioral 
therapy, you can begin to understand and implement the basics with these 
seven strategies outlined by Pelham:

1. Make sure your child understands the rules. 
Telling a child to “do this” or to “avoid doing that” is not enough. To 
ensure that your child knows the rules cold, create lists and post them 

“A lot of behavior 
modification is just 
common-sense par-
enting. The problem is 
that none of us were 
trained how to be good 
parents.” 
—William Pelham, Ph.D.

http://chadd.org/
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around the house. For example, you might draw up a list detailing the 
specific things your child must do to get ready for school.

Make sure the rules are worded clearly. Go over the rules to make sure 
he understands, and review them as necessary. Stick with the routines 
until your child has them down.

2. Give clear commands. 
First, say your child’s name to make sure you have his attention. Then 
tell him exactly what you want him to do. If you’re in the checkout line 
at the grocery store, for instance, you might say, “Steven, stand next to 
me and do not touch anything.” It’s not enough to tell your child to “be 
good,” because he may not know what that entails. Finally, state the con-
sequences for disobeying the command — and always follow through.

3. don’t expect perfection. 
Strike a balance between praising your child and offering criticism. A 
good rule of thumb is to praise your child for doing something well at 
least five times as often as you criticize bad behavior.

You’ll only set your child up for failure if you expect immediate and 
perfect results. Instead, focus on rewarding small steps — and gradu-
ally work your way toward the desired outcome.

If you notice that you are criticizing too much, lower your standards a 
bit. You’ll only drive yourself — and your child — crazy if you nitpick.

4. Use “when/then” statements to encourage good behavior 
and reward your child. 
If your child asks for permission to do a desirable activity before com-
pleting his chores or assignments, say, “Yes, when you finish cleaning 
the garage, then you can go out with your friends.” With younger chil-
dren, it’s important that the rewarding activity take place immediately 
after the chore or assignment is completed.

5. set up a point/token system for rewards and 
consequences. 
One effective system for encouraging your child to comply with your 
commands involves a jar and a supply of marbles. Each time your 
child does what you ask, put a marble in the jar. Each time he doesn’t, 
take two marbles out of the jar. At the end of the day, he earns a small 
reward based on the number of marbles that remain in the jar, and then 
starts over again.

free downLoad 
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6. tweak your discipline techniques as your child gets older. 
Certain measures, including time-outs, may not work as well with 
tweens and teens as they do with younger kids. If your high-schooler 
breaks a rule, you might give him a five-minute chore — such as 
straightening up the family room — rather than a five-minute time-out.

With older children, it’s useful to negotiate the terms and rewards for 
good behavior. For example, your child may ask to use the car or spend 
time with friends if he is helpful around the house and does well at 
school.

7. ask your child’s teachers to set up a similar behavioral 
system at school. 
One of the best tools for parent-teacher cooperation is the daily report 
card. Meet with the teacher to determine desired classroom behaviors 
— “completing assignments within the designated time” or “contribut-
ing to discussion.” At the end of each school day, the teacher can fill out 
a quick evaluation of your child’s adherence to these behavioral goals 
and send the document home with the child. Reward him for a good 
day at school with time to play outside or control over the car radio.

If your child is in middle school or high school, ask his guidance coun-
selor to discuss a daily report card with all of your child’s teachers. Use 
pages in her assignment notebook for the daily reports.

Behavioral Therapy Takes Time and Focus
Parents should turn to behavior therapy knowing that it will involve a high 
degree of motivation. It requires that you and your child change the way you 
interact with each other — and that you maintain those changes over time.

“The benefits a child receives from behavioral treatment are strongly influ-
enced by the ability of the parent to consistently implement the program 
plan,” says Thomas E. Brown, Ph.D., assistant clinical professor of psychia-
try at Yale University School of Medicine.

Behavioral therapy will also take time to yield results — but the benefits 
are much longer lasting than those of medication. “Taking medication can 
produce results in 30 minutes, but the behavior returns when the medica-
tion wears off,” says Pelham. “Behavior therapy is a learning process that 
takes time and effort, but it pays off with changes that last a lifetime. You 
would never hear a first-grade teacher say, ‘I’m going to teach everyone in 
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the class to read in one day,’ nor can you change behavior in one day. You 
start small and build, but most parents find that the results are worth it.”

The experts also recommend keeping a narrow focus and working to 
improve only one or two behaviors at a time. Tackling too much at once 
will only frustrate a child who has trouble simply remembering to put on 
both of his shoes in the morning, and make it more difficult to track (and 
celebrate!) progress.

play therapy

Play is a natural way for children to express themselves. Play therapy 
builds on this fact, and it is used to help a child connect and deepen bonds, 
improve social skills and self-esteem, calm anxiety, and cope with past 
trauma. As Carol Brady, Ph.D., a child psychologist practicing in Houston, 
says: “Children communicate metaphorically through play. As a therapeu-
tic tool, it’s like giving a sugary pill instead of a bitter one.”

The Research on Play Therapy
•  A small 2016 Australian study41 found that a 10-week course of play 

therapy improved social skills in children with ADHD. 

•  In a 2012 study42, a psychologist at Queens College and his team of re-
searchers found that play therapy helped young children improve a range 
of executive functions, including working memory and self-control. 

•  A meta-analysis of 93 studies43 on play therapy, conducted be-
tween 1953 and 2000, showed that it’s effective for a range of “present-
ing issues.” 

How Play Therapy Works
A play therapist observes and interacts with a child as he plays, picking up 
on social cues and mirroring the child’s emotions. The therapist helps a 
child express himself when he doesn’t know how to articulate what’s trou-
bling him. She doesn’t guide the child, but follows him. This non-directed 
play allows a child to explore challenges or feelings at his own comfort level 
and it validates those feelings.

Therapists agree it’s important to let the child define the play. If a child 
picks up a tiger and calls it an elephant, the therapist goes with that. It’s not 
about teaching; it’s about letting the child use the toys to express himself.

“I loooooove our play 
therapist. She not only 
helps my daughter 
cope with her over 
whelming emotions 
but she also helps me 
remember why I like 
being a mom.” 
—E. Browning

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27529693
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1087054711435681
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232438673_The_Efficacy_of_Play_Therapy_With_Children_A_Meta-Analytic_Review_of_Treatment_Outcomes
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For children with ADHD, fantasy play is especially important, because they 
may feel isolated and confused due to their inability to effectively com-
municate their experiences, fears, and concerns. Similarly, children with 
ADHD tend to be impulsive, rather than anticipatory thinkers; that is, they 
act on their impulses before considering whether it’s a good idea to do so. 
That’s one reason kids with ADHD so often find themselves “in trouble” or 
without friends.

When skillfully facilitated by parents, fantasy play allows children with 
ADHD to explore new experiences and feelings in a safe context. It also 
helps them learn to stay with a string of tasks long enough to bring them 
to a conclusion, as well as consider consequences before acting. Constant 
practice during play enables children to transfer these skills to real life.

Play Therapy Techniques for Parents to Try
Experts believe that parents can use play at home to help their children 
achieve impressive gains in attention and social skills. And while the market 
abounds with expensive and therapeutic toys and games specially designed 
to help children with ADHD, experts believe many conventional, inexpen-
sive toys — such as Let’s Go Fishin’, Clue, and Chinese Checkers — can be 
just as beneficial. Here are a few recommended by the experts.

Ages 4-6: Fantasy Play
Doctor kits, stuffed animals, and action or monster figures enable children 
to act out roles, situations, and emotions. For children with ADHD, fantasy 
play is especially important because they may feel isolated and confused 
due to their inability to effectively communicate their experiences, fears, 
and concerns. Similarly, children with ADHD tend to be impulsive, rather 
than anticipatory thinkers; that is, they act on their impulses before consid-
ering whether or not it’s a good idea. That’s one reason kids with ADHD so 
often find themselves “in trouble” or without friends.

When skillfully directed by parents, fantasy play allows children with 
ADHD to explore new experiences and feelings in a safe context. It also 
helps them learn to stay with a string of tasks long enough to bring them 
to a conclusion, as well as consider consequences before acting. Constant 
practice during play enables children to transfer these skills to real life.

“As the parent fol-
lows the child’s lead, 
it shows the child that 
her parent gets what 
she’s feeling, cares 
about it, and wants to 
understand.” 
—Pam Mitchell, LCSW

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00004YO0Y/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B00004YO0Y&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=2da0754eef779c697fefa108007cf3fc
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B01JYVHMVA/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B01JYVHMVA&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=2146a4b3d2c138241820fe5dfaf6c77d
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000NN8DLW/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B000NN8DLW&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=d8c06e2b7ef2805a183e7bd9417b433b
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How Parents Can Direct Pretend Play

•  Set time limits. Plan ten-minute play sessions once a day — longer 
periods run the risk of the child falling out of attention, and the par-
ent becoming frustrated. Use toys as props, and suggest that you make 
up a story about the toy or figure.

•  Prompt your child. Start with “Once upon a time…” and let your 
child make up and act out the story. You can even play one of the roles 
in the fantasy, interacting with your child’s character.

•  Encourage social behaviors. Interact with your child in ways that 
encourage him to rehearse social behaviors, experience logical con-
sequences and eventually anticipate outcomes. For example, say: “If 
the girl breaks all her toys, what will she have to play with?” Kids with 
ADHD are so used to being chastised and can be more responsive to a 
correction when it’s not directed at them personally.

•  Redirect when necessary. Every time your child veers off track, 
gently direct her back to the game — for example, say: “I was really 
interested in that horsey story. Tell me what happens next.”

•  Wrap things up. If the child is not finished with the fantasy as the 
ten-minute period concludes, prompt the ending by saying things 
like: “Oh, it’s getting dark. Time for horsey to get ready to go to bed,” 
or “The boy’s mommy is calling him to come home for dinner now.” 
Take another minute to finish the story and put away the toys.

After a few months, you’ll probably notice an improvement in your child’s 
ability to stick with the task. At that point, you can step up the challenge 
gradually by making the themes increasingly more elaborate and even ex-
pand the venue of the game from the playroom floor to the whole house.

Ages 6-10: Rehearsing Lifetime Skills
It’s during the elementary school years that children learn to take turns, 
play by the rules, handle frustration, failures, and more. These skills carry 
over to high school and beyond so this time is especially critical for chil-
dren with ADHD to not fall behind their peers in this domain because it 
can set the stage for failure in the future.

Kids with ADHD who have difficulty staying on task and struggle 
with lower frustration tolerances can often find themselves excluded from 

“Children communi-
cate metaphorically 
through play. As a  
therapeutic tool, it’s 
like giving a sugary 
pill instead of a bitter 
one.”
—Carol Brady, Ph.D.

https://www.additudemag.com/adhd/article/1495.html
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team sports and cooperative board games that can help them build these 
critical social skills. Parents can help by taking the place of peers and en-
gaging their children in games that will help them develop more socially 
acceptable behaviors.

Adapting Games for Children with ADHD
Many popular games can be adapted for kids with ADHD, with rules 
multiplying and challenges increasing gradually over time. This approach 
enables kids with ADHD to master challenges in increments, gradually 
building their capacity to stay with the game, follow complicated rules, and 
handle frustration and disappointment.

For example, you can break down Milton Bradley’s Let’s Go Fishin’ game 
into steps:

•  First, encourage your child to just learn how to catch the fish.

•  Once this step is mastered, race to see who can throw out his fishing 
pole first.

•  Next, add on a cognitive challenge, like who can get four red eights first.

•  Finally, change the game to something more interactive by allowing 
players to ask each other for cards they might need to complete a set.

The point is that the game grows with and also fosters the child’s ability to 
maintain more detail.

Simple Board Games for Children with ADHD
The less complicated and more low-tech the game is, the better it works for 
kids with ADHD. Over-stimulating, complicated high-tech games can be 
too frustrating. The following classic board games can help enhance the so-
cial and cognitive skills of kids with ADHD:

MEMORy AND ATTENTION
The Memory Game (Milton Bradley): This simple game helps in-
crease attention span and memory. It requires that players match their 
cards with others that are turned face down. If you turn a card face up 
and it doesn’t match your card, you have to put it back face down. The 
challenge is to remember the cards that have been put back down, so 
you can pair them with your cards when matches come up. Whoever 
gets the most matches wins.

“Because this game 
can be frustrating, you 
can quickly get an in-
formal measure of how 
far you can go in terms 
of length of time and 
staying focused.”
—Carol Brady, Ph.D.

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00004YO0Y/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B00004YO0Y&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=2da0754eef779c697fefa108007cf3fc
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00000IWDD/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B00000IWDD&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=2366be06632d558d17f7c1dd7824bf7e
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How to use it: Gauge your child’s frustration level with this game 
to see how long you can play while keeping your child’s focus. With 
younger or less focused children, set up the game so that matching 
cards are closer together, they’ll be more likely to find a match this way. 
Gradually increase the challenge by scattering the cards and forcing 
your child to go farther in the visual field to find a match.

ANTICIPATING CONSEQUENCES
Chinese Checkers: Chinese Checkers works for kids with ADHD be-
cause it’s simple, yet it requires a bit of strategy. The challenge is simple; 
just get your men from this end to that end, but children will learn over 
time that if they problem solve and think ahead about where they’re 
going, they can get there a lot faster.

ANTICIPATING SUCCESS AND DEALING WITH FAILURE
Chutes and Ladders (Milton Bradley): Children with ADHD experi-
ence increased frustration over anticipating success and dealing with 
failure. Chutes and Ladders is an excellent way to help kids build frus-
tration tolerance and get over failures quickly. The objective is simple: 
move the players along a trail toward the top of the board, climbing up 
ladders or sliding down chutes when you land on them. Frustration can 
result from landing on a chute and going from leader to loser instantly.

How to use it: Take this opportunity to discuss successes (climbing 
ladders) and failures (sliding down chutes). Help children practice how 
to manage failure, and stress the importance of recovering quickly from 
disappointments.

SOLvING PROBLEMS AND STAyING ORGANIZED
Clue (Milton Bradley): Clue is a crime-solving game where players 
determine who committed a crime through process of elimination. 
This game forces children to think about the information they have and 
don’t have — a real challenge for kids with ADHD. They’ll also learn 
to use information to solve problems, rather than act on their feelings 
before thinking about the consequences. Within the safe confines of a 
game like Clue, children learn quickly that impulsive actions usually 
are counterproductive. This game also practices organization and pri-
oritization skills.

“I like this game 
because it gives the 
parent and child an 
opportunity to talk 
about how it feels to 
climb ladders and have 
good things happen.” 
—Carol Brady, Ph.D.

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000NN8DLW/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B000NN8DLW&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=4ba8d96c820449efaaf424001f62c193
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00000DMF6/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B00000DMF6&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=06a162ef14db680c8ea485ed6d4c8f3a
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B01JYVHMVA/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B01JYVHMVA&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=2146a4b3d2c138241820fe5dfaf6c77d
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Music therapy

“Music strengthens the areas of the brain that are weak in children with 
ADHD — the auditory, visual/spatial, and motor cortices of the brain,” 
says Sharlene Habermeyer, the author of Good Music, Brighter Children. 
“These areas are tied to speech and language, reading, reading comprehen-
sion, math, problem solving, brain organization, focusing, concentration, 
and attention issues.”

How does it work?
Music provides structure. Music is rhythm, rhythm is structure, and 
structure is soothing to an ADHD brain struggling to regulate itself to stay 
on a linear path. “Music exists in time, with a clear beginning, middle, and 
end,” says Kirsten Hutchison, a music therapist at Music Works Northwest, 
a nonprofit community music school near Seattle. “That structure helps a 
child with ADHD plan, anticipate, and react.”

Music fires up synapses. Research shows that pleasurable music increases 
dopamine levels in the brain. This neurotransmitter — responsible for 
regulating attention, working memory, and motivation — is in low supply 
in ADHD brains. “Music shares neural networks with other cognitive pro-
cesses,” says Patti Catalano, a neurologic music therapist at Music Works 
Northwest in Bellevue, Washington. “Through brain imaging, we can see 
how music lights up the left and right lobes. The goal of music therapy is to 
build up those activated brain muscles over time to help overall function.”

Music is social. “Think of an orchestra,” says Concetta M. Tomaino, a 30-
year veteran in music therapy. “If one instrument is missing, you can’t play 
the piece. All ‘voices’ are necessary.” Hutchison teaches a similar concept in 
“Social Skills Through Music,” an eight-week course for children ages 7 to 
10. Students participate in ensemble playing, write collaborative songs, and 
practice for an end-of-session performance.

“Students learn to listen, take turns, anticipate changes, and pick up on 
cues in ways they might not do outside of a music-therapy session,” says 
Hutchison.

Music Therapy at Home
What if board-certified music therapists are hard to come by in your city? 
Or the cost of music therapy is too high? (The eight-week “Social Skills” 
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program costs $224.) Here are a few effective, everyday ways that parents 
can use to harness music to help their children.

Turn Off the Tv
“Kids with ADHD attend to everything,” Catalano says. “They are more 
sensitive to auditory stimulation and less able to tune things out [like televi-
sion].” Replace the chatter of Adventure Time with the calming rhythms of 
music. Tomaino suggests experimenting with different styles, tempos, and 
artists to see what calms or rouses your child. Play Miles Davis while making 
dinner, the Beatles while doing a puzzle, or Beethoven while washing dishes 
— and pay attention to how your child reacts.

Set the Mood
Hearing songs of varying rhythms can slow down or speed up your child’s 
mental and physical processes. By selecting songs carefully, says Tomaino, 
you can trigger an intuitive, neurological reaction that your child doesn’t 
know he is having. Does Lady Gaga get your daughter moving? Play it after 
school to burn off excess energy. Does Moby slow down her pace? Play it 
before bed to begin the daily wind-down.

“Rhythm, melody, and tempo are tools used to target non-musical behaviors, 
to catapult change throughout the body,” says Rebecca West, with the Music 
Institute of Chicago. “A change in rhythm can trigger a reaction in the brain: 
‘Oooh, something’s changed; I need to pay attention!’ You can bring down the 
tempo to spur slower movements, or bring up the melody to trigger pleasure.”

Create a Playlist
“Wash face. Brush teeth. Get dressed. Eat breakfast.” Sure, you could write 
out each step in your child’s morning routine and tape it to the bathroom 
mirror. Or you could download, create, and string together songs into a 
morning playlist that keeps him moving and reminds him to stay on task.

When Raffi’s “Brush Your Teeth” hits its final note, he’ll know it’s time for a 
wardrobe change. And when Justin Bieber kicks in, it’s time to pull up those 
socks and find the Nikes. Even better, write a getting-dressed song with your 
child and sing it together every morning until it becomes second nature.

“Music facilitates multi-step processing when executive-function deficits 
may make it difficult,” says Tomaino.

“Music has a massive 
effect on me it can lift 
or dampen my mood in 
a second.”  —Simone B.
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Bang a Drum
“When I work to extend a child’s attention, I sit alongside him with a drum,” 
says Catalano. “I play a beat with clear phrases, the child repeats it, and we 
add beats each time. I’m asking him to listen, pay attention, and control his 
impulses. I’m also showing him that his turn is worth waiting for.”

Parents need little more than an overturned pot, a wooden spoon, and a 
sense of humor to try this at home. Or use a hairbrush-microphone if you’d 
rather take turns singing Katy Perry. If nothing else, making music together 
will show your child that you enjoy harmony, too. And that can’t hurt.

Don’t Be a Critic
Your child may insist that Metallica helps him study. You may prefer Bach, 
but that doesn’t mean he’s wrong.

“Why are we attracted to one song or one symphony over another? It’s a 
complex and personal brain function that is immeasurable,” says Catalano.

Some children with sensory-processing disorders prefer silence to music. 
But many individuals with ADHD say that background rhythm and mel-
ody help them to concentrate. What’s playing through those headphones 
doesn’t matter as much as its impact. If Eminem helps him focus, let it be.

Music to Learn By
Research conducted in the 1960s by Georgi Lozanov, M.D., showed that 
some classical music pieces change the electromagnetic frequency of brain 
waves to about 7.5 cycles a second. This is called the Alpha Mode, wherein 
the brain focuses optimally — perfect for studying for a history test or 
completing a homework assignment.

The following pieces of music were scientifically tested by Dr. Lozanov and 
found to help children and adults concentrate and focus better. It takes 15 
to 20 minutes of listening for the electromagnetic frequency of the brain to 
change to a mode suited for learning. Keep in mind: These pieces should be 
played as background music.

>  Johann sebastian bach 
Brandenburg Concertos 
Fantasia for Organ in G Major 

“When I am over-
whelmed anything 
Bach sorts out my brain 
waves.”  —Nancy W.



69 Expert eBook

 CHAPTEr 3  Therapies

Fantasia in C Minor 
Prelude and Fugue in G Major

>  Ludwig van beethoven 
“Emperor” Concerto for Piano, No. 5

>  antonio vivaldi 
The Four Seasons

>  Johannes brahms 
Concerto for Violin, D Major, Op. 77

>  arcangelo corelli 
Concerto Grossi, Op. 2, 4, 5, 8, 11, 12

>  George frideric Handel 
Water Music 
Concerto for Organ in B Flat Major, Op. 6, 7

>  Joseph Haydn 
Concerto No. 1 for Violin 
Concerto No. 2 for Violin 
Symphony No. 101 (The Clock)  
Symphony No. 94 in G Major

>  wolfgang amadeus Mozart 
Concerto for Violin No. 5 in A Major 
Symphony No. 29 in A Major 
Symphony No. 40 in G Minor 
Symphony No. 35 in D Major 
A Little Night Music

>  peter ilyich tchaikovsky 
Concerto for Violin, Op. 35 
Concerto for Piano, No. 1
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art therapy

The American Art Therapy Association (AATA) defines art therapy as an 
integrative mental health practice that combines theories of human devel-
opment and psychology with visual arts to help clients improve psycholog-
ical health, cognitive abilities, and sensory-motor functions. It combines 
talk therapy with the creative process, thus pairing verbal and nonverbal 
expression for better overall results.

During art therapy, patients create works of art — a process that helps 
them work through emotions, resolve conflicts, develop interpersonal 
skills, manage behavior, reduce stress, increase self-esteem/awareness, and 
achieve insight. This form of alternative treatment is based on the premise 
that art helps express emotions – anxiety, depression, or anger – that are 
sometimes difficult to express in words.

How Does Art Therapy Work?
Art therapy was first used in the 1940s, but only in the last 20 years have 
advances in neuroscience allowed clinicians to understand this: Each time 
a patient puts a brush to paper, she is engaging in problem solving and 
decision making, which stimulates neuropathways and activates different 
parts of the brain.

Specifically, sensory and kinesthetic experiences that involve touch, move-
ment, visuals, and sound activate the cerebellum, a primitive part of the 
brain. Working with wet clay, for example, uses gross motor skills and 
accesses the cerebellum, which can release tension and awaken the senses.

Activities like painting activate the midbrain and the limbic system, where 
emotional regulation takes place. Paint is a fluid material, which can be 
more difficult to control — like emotions — and can be satisfying to ma-
nipulate with a paintbrush or the hands. Painting builds the ability to 
control gross motor skills and feelings.

The cerebrum is the highest functioning part of the brain, where reasoning, 
executive functioning, and complex memory live — its areas of exper-
tise are cognition and symbolism. Activities like drawing with pencil or 
charcoal and making collages stimulate the creative process and planning 
center here.   

eXpert webinar 
The Benefits of Art Therapy 
for Children with ADHD  
and LD
http://additu.de/art-
therapy
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Who Is Art Therapy for?
Art therapy can benefit anyone of any age, with no technical skills required. 
The benefit is in the practice of making art, not the appeal of the final piece. 
Art therapists emphasize the effort over the outcome.

“As an art therapist, I’m more interested in the process over the product. 
I’m more likely to comment on positive behavior than how the work looks,” 
says Stacey Nelson, professor at George Washington University’s Masters in 
art therapy program and an art therapist for special needs students at the 
Kennedy Krieger Institute, in Rockville, Maryland.

Children tend to be less self-conscious than adults when invited to make 
art, but art therapy can still benefit older tweens, teens, and adults who are 
motivated to create. 

Art therapy helps some children (and adults) who communicate their thoughts 
more easily though visual images and art making — and who are more com-
fortable with pictures than they are with words. “Art can be a safe way to 
express things that are emotionally charged,” Nelson says. It is also used with 
children who express intense emotions while making art at home or at school. 
Parents who find a child’s artwork disturbing or worrisome often seek out an 
art therapist for help decoding an upsetting drawing or collage.

Art therapy can be especially effective for active, busy children with 
ADHD, as it keeps their hands moving and triggers an acute mental and 
emotional focus not always seen in talk therapy.

How Much Does Art Therapy Cost?
Each art therapy session can cost from $45 to $200, depending on the ses-
sion length, location, and clinician.

Some schools offer art therapy sessions as part of an Individualized Educa-
tion Program (IEP) at no cost to parents.

Who Can Administer Art Therapy?
Art therapists take courses on psychological theory and art techniques. The 
minimum education is a Master’s degree, but many art therapists have even 
higher education.

“The process of mak-
ing art can reveal prob-
lems with focus, motor 
control, memory, man-
aging emotions, orga-
nization, sequencing 
and decision making. It 
also has the potential 
to improve emotional 
wellbeing, develop 
problem solving skills, 
and enhance social in-
teraction.” 
—Stacey Nelson, LCPC, LC-
PAT, ATR-BC



72 Expert eBook

CHAPTEr 3  Therapies

When choosing an art therapist, the following credentials signal appropri-
ate training:

•  ATR: Indicates the professional has met training standards to register 
with the national art therapy credentialing board

•  ATR-BC: Indicates the professional has passed the national art ther-
apy board certification test

•  State Licensure-LCPAT: Indicates the professional has a license with 
the state (only required in some states)

The AATA directory at arttherapy.org is the best place to find a local 
therapist and links to state chapter websites.

Art therapists may work in a school context, as an IEP service, or in a pri-
vate practice.

How Can Art Therapy Help a Child with ADHD?
Art projects typically involve a series of ordered steps that work to scaffold 
the learning process. Following them in order can help build controlled 
attention and attention-sequencing skills for children with ADHD. For 
example, the child uses focus to select a project or material. Then, the child 
uses working memory to recall completed steps and engages selective at-
tention to ignore distractions — like a dog barking outside — while work-
ing on the art project.

Artists regularly practice problem solving and frustration tolerance, as art of-
ten doesn’t manifest exactly as planned. Children with ADHD build mental 
flexibility by problem-solving any obstacles they encounter while making art 
— like coloring outside a line or gluing a piece in the wrong spot.

Making art creates natural moments to express thoughts and feelings in 
an environment that that may feel less threatening than talk therapy. Some 
emotions are difficult to discuss but can be expressed effectively in a draw-
ing or painting.

Each project contributes to a visual record of progress from one session to 
the next, and reviewing finished artwork can strengthen long-term mem-
ory. In addition, a completed piece of art can inspire pride and positive 
self-esteem.

“The counselors at 
my son’s school have 
noticed that drawing 
calms him and will use 
it if he is having a rough 
day.”  —Lara B.

https://arttherapy.org/
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Art at Home
Doing art at home with a parent can calm and focus a child who has had a 
hard day at school or who finds it difficult to settle down. Nelson offers a 
few pointers for parents:

>  Set the stage. Give your child boundaries when doing art projects. 
Taping off one section of a large piece of craft paper will sharpen a 
child’s focus. Art trays to hold materials, such as paint, clay, and plas-
ter, are also useful. 

>  Google (and Pinterest) away. Finding simple craft projects is as easy 
as searching “crafts” and “school-age children.”

>  Keep it simple and short. Start with projects that have three or 
fewer steps (color, cut, glue, for instance). This will increase a child’s 
focus and the chances of his completing the project.

>  Have kids get up and move around. Movement burns excess energy 
and allows a child to hit the reset button when she is getting bored 
with a project.

>  Use a timer. It slows down kids who have a poor sense of time and 
who feel the need to rush through a project.

>  Start with mandalas. These pre-drawn circles on a piece of paper 
capture a child’s attention. Providing a starting point lessens a child’s 
anxiety about what to create when facing a blank paper. Patterned 
mandala designs are free online.

>  Just color. Coloring is a relaxing, non-threatening activity for children 
and adults. Remember how calming it was for you in your childhood.

Getting Kids to Talk About Their Art
“Making art as a family provides natural opportunities for positive social in-
teractions like sharing materials, sharing space, making compliments or even 
making suggestions if someone needs some help with problem solving,” says 
Nelson. “Sometimes it’s easier to talk about our artwork than ourselves.”

To get children to open up about their creations, start with these questions 
and comments:

•  Tell me about your picture.

•  Is there a story that goes along with your drawing?

additUde pinterest 
board
Art Projects for Kids with 
ADHD
http://additu.de/artkids

https://www.additudemag.com/adhd/article/5940.html
https://www.additudemag.com/adhd/article/5940.html
https://www.additudemag.com/adhd/article/5992.html
http://additu.de/artkids
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•  What feeling would you put with your picture?

•  Is there a title?

•  How did you make this?

•  Where did your ideas come from?

•  What was the most challenging part of making this?

“For instance, if children draw and tell you about an experience of being 
angry at school, you can ask what the worst part was for them. You can ask 
them what helped them get through it,” Nelson suggests. “Then, highlight 
some skills or some resiliency that they might not have noticed in them-
selves. It can provide an opportunity for you to provide some support.”

It’s much more important to comment on positive behavior than it is to 
discuss how the art looks. For example, say, “I really like how you…”

•  …followed the steps carefully.

•  …focused for a long time.

•  …kept working even when you were frustrated.

The most important thing is to have fun. It doesn’t matter if a project 
doesn’t work out perfectly the first time — it’s an opportunity to try again 
tomorrow. As Nelson reminds parents, “Remember, it’s only paper, and art 
materials are meant to be used up and enjoyed.”

“Art is a safe place to 
practice decision mak-
ing skills and allows the 
child (or the adult) a 
way to make choices, 
learn to create, change 
and experiment.” 
—Diane S.
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clinical neurofeedback

Neurofeedback is a distinct type of biofeedback. Biofeedback is the process 
of learning how to change your own physiological activity using real-time 
monitoring of biological data like breathing rates, muscle activity, and 
heart function.

The brain emits different types of waves depending on whether we are in 
a focused state or daydreaming. Neurofeedback training, also called EEG 
biofeedback training, uses real-time electroencephalogram (EEG) data to 
teach a person to produce brain-wave patterns that reflect focus, reducing 
inattention, and impulsivity.

In neurofeedback training sessions, practitioners monitor a patient’s brain 
waves using scalp sensors. These sensors measure the brain’s activity and 
relay it so that the therapist and patient can see exactly when and how 
brain waves reach an optimal level. The participants work with the ther-
apist to recognize when the brain is operating in its optimal zone then 
repeat and consciously sustain the behaviors that lead to this ideal brain 
state until they become second nature.

free downLoad
What is Neurofeedback?
http://additu.de/neurodl
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Brain training is a nebulous and controversial term. To 
some, it comprises neurofeedback sessions administered 
by a  trained practitioner. To others, it comprises 
computer games or even apps completed wherever you 
choose. The research is likewise split. Some studies show 
a strong correlation between brain training and reduced 
ADHD symptoms. Others cast doubt on those findings 
and suggest situational benefits at best. Here, learn all 
of your options and hear both sides of the treatment 
debate. 

http://additu.de/neurodl
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The Science of Neurofeedback
Neurofeedback traces its roots to neuroplasticity — the concept that the 
brain is malleable and that, with frequent, intense practice, patients may 
transform their brainwave activity. Over time, neurofeedback aims to help 
patients increase the ratio of high-frequency brain waves, leading to stron-
ger attention and self-control.

Many ADHD brains generate an abundance of low-frequency delta or theta 
brain waves and a shortage of high-frequency beta brain waves. Over 20 to 
40 training sessions, neurofeedback works to reverse that ratio. The end goal 
is an activated, engaged brain, and an overall reduction in ADHD symptoms.

More specifically, neurofeedback therapy works to increase the brain’s 
capacity and predisposition for beta waves, which are associated with 
efficient information processing and problem solving. In contrast, when a 
high proportion of theta waves are present, patients complain of inability 
to complete work, disorganization, and distractibility. Neurofeedback aims 
to diminish the frequency of delta and theta waves.

Who Can Administer Neurofeedback?
Neurofeedback sessions take place in a clinician’s office. Practitioners should 
be certified by the Biofeedback Certification International Alliance. Find a 
qualified practitioner (designated by the letters “BCN”) at BCIA.org.

How Do Neurofeedback Sessions Work?
After a practitioner takes a detailed history of the patient, she maps the pa-
tient’s brain. A cap lined with electrodes is placed on the patient’s head, and 
he sits with his eyes closed for several minutes. He is then asked to perform 
a complex cognitive task, such as reading aloud. The results are shown as a 
color-coded map on a computer screen, indicating areas of the brain where 
there is too much or too little brain-wave activity — the sources, theoreti-
cally, of the patient’s ADHD symptoms. This digital map enables a person’s 
brain activity to be compared with other brain-wave patterns stored in 
databases and can help fine-tune a treatment plan.

During treatment, the patient wears the same headgear while sitting in 
front of a video screen. His goal: to move the characters in a computer or 
video game (goals vary, depending on the protocol the practitioner uses) 
by producing short bursts of sustained brain-wave activity in those areas of 

“Even though my 
son is in the early 
stages of treatment 
with neurofeedback 
therapy, he can already 
tell a difference in his 
ability to focus and 
follow through with 
activities.” 
—An ADDitude reader

http://certify.bcia.org/4dcgi/resctr/search.html
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the brain thought to be under-aroused. The software generating the game 
also monitors and records brain activity. Loss of focus will cause the game 
to stop. It plays only when the patient exercises that portion of the brain 
that is deficient in focus.

How Long Does It Take?
Generally, each neurofeedback therapy session lasts no more than 30 
minutes. Many therapists use a baseline assessment of the patient’s natu-
ral brain wave patterns and standard ADHD rating scales to continually 
reassess if neurofeedback sessions are creating improvements, then adjust 
treatment going forward. After a trial period of six to 10 sessions, a full 
course of treatment may last for 20 or as many as 40 sessions.

How Much Does It Cost?
Neurofeedback is expensive and typically not covered by insurance. Each 
session may cost between $40 and $150; a full course of treatment can 
range from $2,000 to $6,000.

the research on neurofeedback

The first studies and case reports on the efficacy of neurofeedback began 
to appear in 1976. Since then, dozens of studies with increasingly stronger 
research methodology have been published. Here is a summary of notable 
conclusions:

Monastra, et al. (2002)44: One hundred children with ADHD aged 6 
to 19 were treated for one year with a combination of Ritalin, behavior 
therapy, and school accommodations. Half of parents also opted to in-
clude neurofeedback in the treatment plan. The youth receiving neuro-
feedback did better than did the other subjects on parent and teacher 
reports and computerized attention tests. EEG scans showed that their 
brainwaves had normalized. After discontinuing medication, only the 
patients who received neurofeedback saw persistent results. This study 
is criticized because its participants were not randomly assigned to 
treatment groups.

Levesque, et al. (2006)45: Twenty children with ADHD aged 8 to 
12 were randomly assigned either to receive 40 weekly neurofeedback 
treatment sessions or to be placed in a waitlist control group with no 
treatment. At the end of 40 weeks, the children who had received neuro-

eXpert podcast
Healing the ADHD Brain
http://additu.de/amenpod

https://www.additudemag.com/webinar/neurofeedback-adhd/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12557451
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3779016/
http://additu.de/amenpod


79 Expert eBook

CHAPTEr 4  Brain Training

feedback showed noteworthy improvement, as captured by parent ratings 
and laboratory measures. fMRI scans showed significant change in 
brainwave patterns for the treated children but no change for the control 
group children. This study was limited by its small sample size.

Gevensleben, et al. (2009)46: One hundred and two children with 
ADHD aged 8 to 12 were randomly chosen to receive neurofeedback 
or computerized attention training. Both groups received 36 active 
treatment sessions over 18 weeks. Researchers tried to keep parents 
and teachers from knowing which treatment the children received. 
This study sought to remedy shortcomings of previous research with a 
randomized control group along with a larger sample size. At the end 
of the study, the children in the neurofeedback group showed greater 
reductions in parent and teacher ratings of ADHD symptoms when 
compared to the computer-training group. Six months later, the differ-
ences remained, and parents of the children treated with neurofeedback 
reported fewer homework difficulties.

Meisel et al. (2013)47: Twenty-three children with ADHD aged 7 to 14 
were randomly assigned treatment with methylphenidate or 40 neu-
rofeedback sessions. Both groups showed significant and equivalent 
reductions in parent and teacher ratings of ADHD symptoms imme-
diately after training ended as well as two months afterward — and 
the improvements persisted through a six-month follow-up. Teachers 
reported significant academic improvements in reading and writing 
skills for only the neurofeedback group, but it is not clear if teachers 
were blind to which group received which treatment.

Enough neurofeedback studies exist to complete meta-analyses of the data, 
which helps create a more reliable estimate of its impact in treating ADHD.

In 201248, researchers studied 14 randomized trials and calculated the 
following effect sizes — or magnitude of symptom improvement — for 
neurofeedback training: a 0.8 reduction in inattention and 0.7 reduction 
in hyperactivity for participants with ADHD. These are considered fairly 
robust results, though not as high as the approximate effect size of 1.0 that 
is typically associated with stimulant medications.

In 201649, researchers analyzed 13 randomized, controlled trials — some 
of which overlapped with the 2012 analysis — to determine how ratings 

“My son has 4 
neurofeedback 
sessions left. We 
have seen some 
improvement, but we 
never approached it 
as a ‘cure;’ it is just 
another tool.”
—Sherry P.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19207632
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23665196
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22090396
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27238063
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varied between parents and teachers who probably knew which treatment 
the child was receiving and those who were blind. They concluded that 
raters who were not blind reported greater reduction in ADHD symptoms 
than did raters who were unaware of which patient received which treat-
ment.

A Promising Complementary Therapy
Though most studies are not fully blind, the body of research cited above 
suggests that neurofeedback is a promising therapy for ADHD, but it 
should be considered a complement to medication and/or behavior therapy 
rather than a standalone treatment.

Existing research does suggest that neurofeedback can result in improved 
attention, diminished hyperactivity, and enhanced executive functions, 
including working memory, for some patients. However, some of the most 
important researchers in the ADHD field would argue that the efficacy of 
neurofeedback for ADHD has not been conclusively established. The bot-
tom line is that research support for both simulant medication therapy and 
behavior therapy is stronger than it is for neurofeedback at the moment.

at-Home brain training

People with ADHD can’t always hold on to information because their 
attention gets hijacked. They are distracted by things around them and by 
new thoughts that come to them. Working memory training works to ad-
dress this deficiency by improving a patients’ ability to pay attention, learn, 
resist distractions, and better manage his or her emotions.

Based on studies suggesting a correlation between working-memory 
training and improved standardized-test results, several companies have 
developed software and systems that allow adults and children with ADHD 
to train their brains at home. Most of these programs don’t claim to treat 
core ADHD symptoms or replace medication, but rather to bolster weak 
executive functions, such as working memory or attention.

These adjunctive therapies are controversial. Though proponents of work-
ing-memory training point to two dozen studies that suggest it boosts IQ 
and improves test scores, detractors say those studies are faulty. Most have 

eXpert webinar
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About Neurofeedback for 
ADHD
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at least one major flaw in design or analysis, including failing to account 
for the placebo effect. This is common in brain-training studies; partici-
pants often do better on a test after a period of training and are convinced 
that they’ve become more competent — when in fact they’re just putting in 
more effort. Researchers from several universities have applied more strin-
gent controls and more varied tests, and they have been unable to repro-
duce the same positive outcomes.

According to “Brain Games Are Bogus,” published in the The New Yorker in 
2013, “A pair of scientists in Europe recently gathered all of the best research 
— twenty-three investigations of memory training by teams around the 
world — and employed a standard statistical technique (called meta-analy-
sis) to settle this controversial issue. The conclusion: the games may yield 
improvements in the narrow task being trained, but this does not transfer to 
broader skills like the ability to read or do arithmetic, or to other measures 
of intelligence. Playing the games makes you better at the games, in other 
words, but not at anything anyone might care about in real life.”

In a 2016 analysis, University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign researcher 
Daniel Simons, Ph.D., found similar results. As he told NPR: “It’s disap-
pointing that the evidence isn’t stronger. It would be really nice if you could 
play some games and have it radically change your cognitive abilities. But 
the studies don’t show that on objectively measured, real-world outcomes.”

These studies, however, don’t dissuade all medical professionals from rec-
ommending brain-training to their patients as a supplementary treatment 
and from optimistically anticipating the results of further research.

“The potential for brain training as a new therapeutic tool is phenomenal,” 
says Amit Etkin, Ph.D., assistant professor in the department of psychiatry 
and behavioral sciences at Stanford University. “By understanding brain 
circuitry, we can tailor interventions that medication or psychotherapy do 
not access or improve. The great advantage is that these programs are not 
invasive, have minimal side effects, and are, for the most part, fun.”

Read on to learn about 18 brain-training programs — some of which in-
corporate elements of neurofeedback — that may help adults and children 
with ADHD improve focus, memory, and other ADHD symptoms.

“[Brain games] are 
another great comple-
mentary treatment but 
not effective alone. 
Brain training must be 
continuously main-
tained unless underly-
ing chemical issues are 
addressed.”
—An ADDitude reader

http://www.newyorker.com/tech/elements/brain-games-are-bogus
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22612437
http://blog.dansimons.com/2015/11/hi-bar-gold-standard-brain-training.html
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programs and Games for children

1. Cogmed 
Founded by a researcher at the Karolinksa Institute, a medical university 
based in Stockholm, Cogmed is a web-based working-memory training 
program supervised by a trained practitioner (or teacher, if administered 
at school). Over a five-week course — one hour a day, five days a week 
— participants complete exercises in a video-game format, with colorful 
graphics and crisp sound. Since 2002, more than 25 double-blind, place-
bo-controlled studies have been published in scientific journals showing 
that around 80 percent of those who finish Cogmed training see significant 
improvement in working memory capacity, which leads to improved at-
tention, behavior, and the capacity to learn. However, other scientists have 
criticized this research for using inadequate controls and for engaging in 
shallow testing. The cost of the program starts at $1,500. cogmed.com.

2. Play Attention
Play Attention is a computer-based attention-training system that mea-
sures brain activity using an arm band and provides visual and auditory 
feedback in a game-like environment designed to hone certain skills. The 
game responds to the participant’s attentive state, rather than to a mouse 
click or joystick command. To perform well on challenges and advance 
in the game, users must focus consistently during their one-hour weekly 
sessions, strengthening their attention skills with practice. Players receive 
motivating rewards after completing challenges, and a calendar feature 
allows them to schedule sessions and track progress. Play Attention is suit-
able for anyone age 6 and older; prices vary for professional and personal 
use. playattention.com

3. Neuro+
Neuro+ (or NeuroPlus), a game-based application for training attention 
skills with brain-computer interfaces, incorporates the same neurofeedback 
protocols used in clinical settings into a wireless EEG headset and works 
on a home computer or tablet. Wearing the headset, users are challenged to 
activate patterns of brain activity associated with focus in order to succeed 
in the game. For example, in one activity, players must use their focus to 
race a dragon through a 3D fantasy world. In a process called “motion-bio-
feedback,” the headset also monitors users’ movement while they are 
playing the game, ensuring that players maintain stillness and self-control 

https://www.cogmed.com/
http://www.playattention.com/
https://www.neuro.plus/
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of their bodies. If they move around too much, the dragon slows down 
and they lose points. A Neuro+ subscription costs $30 per month, plus an 
initial $249 for the headset. neuro.plus

4. Brain Age
Brain Age: Concentration Training is a game for Nintendo 3DS that uses 
math and logic activities to exercise working memory and fluid intelligence 
— the ability to address new situations and solve problems in the mo-
ment. Brain Age first brought brain-training games into the mainstream in 
2005 with Brain Age and Brain Age 2, both for Nintendo DS. The latest ver-
sion uses a new “Devilish Training” strategy that claims to improve brain 
function and increase focus. The manufacturer’s suggested retail price is 
$29.99; players must have a Nintendo 3DS hand-held console ($199.99)  
to play. brainage.nintendo.com

5. ATENTIvmynd
With ATENTIvmynd, available for computer or mobile devices, children 
wear a headband containing an EEG-based brain-to-computer interface 
that measures their attention levels as they play a specialized video game. 
When the child pays attention, an avatar, called Curtis, moves faster. When 
the child loses attention, Curtis slows down. Playing the game helps a child 
to identify her attention “muscle” and to strengthen it. atentiv.com

6. ACTIvATE 
Developed by neuroscientists from Yale University, C8 Sciences’ ACTI-
VATE program is designed for children with ADHD, autism, executive 
function disorder, and other cognitive deficits. The company’s program for 
home use — made for a computer or a mobile device — combines cogni-
tive function games with a 20- to 30-minute exercise program, three to five 
times a week. ACTIVATE is designed to enhance memory skills, improve 
the ability to pay attention, and boost other cognitive skills. c8sciences.com

7. Fit Brains
This software from Rosetta Stone targets six major brain areas to improve 
concentration and problem-solving. It’s also available as a mobile app 
for iOS and Android, with 40 brain-training games. The games promote 
crucial brain skills, such as memory, processing speed, and visual-spatial 
recognition. The Fit Brains system tailors each exercise to a child’s needs. 
fitbrains.com

“I’d heard good things 
about neurofeedback 
and could not afford it 
so I tried to find other 
options. My discovery 
was Brain Age for 
Nintendo DS. My son 
and I are both ADHD so 
I tried it too. It helped 
tremendously.” 
—chazezra

http://brainage.nintendo.com/
http://atentiv.com/
https://www.c8sciences.com/
http://www.fitbrains.com/
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8. My Brain Solutions
My Brain Solutions uses a suite of 20-plus games and exercises to give in-
dividualized assessment and strategies to improve cognitive and emotional 
skills, including memory, focus, stress reduction, and positivity.  The pro-
gram is designed for children over 13 (and adults) and offers personalized 
recommendations for improving brain health. mybrainsolutions.com

9. BrainBeat
BrainBeat is the home version of Interactive Metronome, a neurotherapy 
program used by more than 20,000 therapists and doctors. This comput-
er-based cognitive trainer is based on research suggesting that keeping a 
precise beat — called neurotiming — may be important for focus, working 
memory, and language processing skills. In 14 20-minute sessions using 
a metronome-like tool, headset, and hand gear, children clap in rhythm 
while “conquering different animated worlds” and receiving “instant, mea-
surable feedback through scoring, sounds, and light cues.” brainbeat.com

10. Brain Fitness Pro 
MindSparke has developed a set of video games designed to improve IQ, 
academic performance, and test-taking. Their product, Brain Fitness Pro, 
is available in a variety of forms, including “Jr.” (for children 6 to 11) and 
“IC” to help with impulse control. The games can also be used to improve 
academic performance and enhance studying for high-stakes tests. Accord-
ing to MindSparke research, doing meditation, in addition to playing the 
games, can increase mental gains. mindsparkle.com

11. Myndlift 
Myndlift is a mobile neurofeedback app aimed at improving focus and at-
tention using real-time brainwave measurements and visual/auditory feed-
back previously only available in professional settings. Operating a training 
session requires a certified clinician, so it cannot be used at home. An aver-
age training session lasts 20 to 30 minutes, and Myndlift says patients begin 
to see improvements within 4 to 8 weeks. Myndlift may be used by children 
or adults. myndlift.com

12. BrainTrain 
BrainTrain is a set of computerized cognitive-training systems focused on 
brain training and cognitive rehabilitation, offering tools to assess ADHD 

free downLoad
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symptoms, improve reading, and exercise the brain. It can be used at home 
or provided through medical and psychological professionals. BrainTrain’s 
Captain’s Log MindPower Builder offers 50 programs, with more than 
2,000 games, that train 20 different cognitive skills. Research suggests that 
these products can improve memory and attention. braintrain.com

programs for adults

13. CogniFit Brain Fitness
CogniFit is a free mobile app that starts with a quick quiz to assess your 
cognitive abilities; it then personalizes activities to challenge your mind 
and train your brain. People with ADHD can benefit from emphasis on key 
abilities like focus, memory, and attention. Competitive? You can challenge 
your friends and earn “Neurons” to track your progress. cognifit.com

14. Elevate
Based on extensive scientific research by experts in neuroscience and 
cognitive learning, the Elevate app promises to improve cognitive skills 
through regular training sessions. Each user receives a personalized train-
ing program that adjusts over time to maximize results. Trouble focusing? 
Daily workouts are tailored to help you improve the skills that need the 
most help — like memory, processing speed, or comprehension.  
elevateapp.com

15. Lumosity
Lumosity is a brain-training program (available online at Lumosity.com 
or as a mobile app) with more than 50 games designed by neuroscientists 
based on tasks commonly used in cognitive psychology, such as the Erik-
sen flanker task and Corsi block-tapping test. First, users take a Fit Test to 
set a baseline score on three central games and to see how they compare to 
others in their age group. Then Lumosity creates a personalized training 
program that can target a large variety of skills including ADHD trouble 
spots like memory, attention, and problem solving. The program dynami-
cally updates the difficulty of each player’s games as she succeeds or fails so 
that she is always challenged but never too frustrated. lumosity.com

16. Eidetic
Add vital information to your long-term memory using Eidetic. This free 
app uses a technique called “spaced repetition” to help you memorize any-

“It was fun and I could 
get better at the 
game’s specific tasks 
but I didn’t see it cross 
over into improved be-
havior in life.” 
—An ADDitude reader

“I used Lumosity 
diligently and it 
helped me cultivate 
confidence in my 
cognitive abilities.”
—An ADDitude reader

https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/cognifit-brain-fitness/id528285610
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/elevate-brain-training/id875063456
https://www.lumosity.com/
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/eidetic/id536240413
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thing in your chosen timeframe. Unlike other brain-training apps, Eidetic 
helps you memorize items that have real meaning and context in your own 
life — perfect for students with ADHD who need help memorizing vocab-
ulary or definitions for exams, or for simply remembering phone numbers 
and other everyday facts. eideticapp.com

17. Fit Brains Trainer
Fit Brains Trainer is a brain-training app that features more than 360 
games and unique training sessions, each designed to enhance memory, 
processing speed, concentration, problem solving, and visual skills. The 
app allows users to track cognitive performance and compare results with 
other users of the same age. fitbrains.com

18. Brain yoga
If the timers and scoring in other brain-training apps induce too much anxiety, 
Brain yoga is the app for you. Brain Yoga allows you to meditate while train-
ing your brain in memory, vocabulary, numeracy, spatial ability, and pattern 
matching. The relaxing background music can help people with ADHD fo-
cus while completing the eight types of puzzles, each with 10 difficulty levels. 
brain-yoga-brain-training-game.soft112.com

19. Peak
Peak is a wildly popular brain training app developed in conjunction with 
an advisory panel comprising experts in neuroscience, cognitive science, 
and education from Yale University, University of Cambridge, and Univer-
sity College London. It’s free games aim to challenge users’ memory, atten-
tion, problem solving, language, and overall mental ability. And it’s reviews 
in the Apple Store are simply glowing. peak.net

20. Brainwell – Brain Training

This free app offers 50 daily brainteasers that are personalized to challenge 
your mind and build up your specific areas of weakness. A paid subscrip-
tion unlocks more tools. 

eXpert webinar
The Right Way to Train your 
Brain
http://additu.de/trainbrain

https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/fit-brains-trainer/id565200595?mt=8
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.megafaunasoft.brainyoga
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/peak-brain-training/id806223188?mt=8
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/brainwell-brain-training/id909118393?mt=8
http://additu.de/trainbrain
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exercise

Exercise trims our waistlines, yes. But we few people realize that it also firms 
up the brain. Recent studies50 have suggested that it helps people learn 
more quickly and even push past failure by reducing “learned helplessness.”

“Think of exercise as medication,” says John Ratey, M.D., an associate 
clinical professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School and the author 
of Spark: The Revolutionary New Science of Exercise and the Brain. 
“For a very small handful of people with attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), it may actually be a replacement for stimulants, but, for 
most, it’s complementary — something they should absolutely do, along 
with taking meds, to help increase attention and improve mood.”

“Exercise is a crucial 
part of managing my 
symptoms.” 
—An ADDitude reader

Exercise is the #1 most effective treatment for ADHD, 
according to the 4,425 caregivers and adults with ADD who 
completed ADDitude’s 2017 treatment survey. Exercise 
was rated as “extremely” or very “effective” at managing 
symptoms by half of the survey respondents who have 
tried it. By contrast, medication was given the same glowing 
review by only 41% of caregivers and 40% of adults. 

“Exercise is critical in treating ADHD,” wrote another adult 
with ADHD. “I was not diagnosed until after I stopped 
playing competitive sports in college and I realized that 
exercising and being outside on a daily basis reduced my 
symptoms. The most effective time for me to exercise is in 
the morning, sometimes eliminating the need to medicate.”

Here, learn how exercise triggers better focus and control 
in ADHD brains, and how to leverage the power of physical 
movement as well as mindfulness and green time.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18300002
https://www.additudemag.com/author/john-ratey-md/
https://amzn.to/2J2yTTp
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How Does It Work?
When you walk, run, or kick a soccer ball around, your brain is hard at 
work, and it’s releasing some very important chemicals. Endorphins, in 
particular, come out in droves when you exercise. Endorphins are hor-
mone-like compounds that regulate mood, pleasure, and pain — explain-
ing why you may feel particularly happy after a good workout.

Exercise also releases dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin — brain 
chemicals that affect focus and attention. Boosting dopamine — especially 
in an ADHD brain — increases the brain’s ability to be regular and consis-
tent, improving focus along the way. “I tell people that going for a run is 
like taking a little bit of Prozac and a little bit of Ritalin, because, like the 
drugs, exercise elevates these neurotransmitters,” Ratey says.

More recently, scientists have found that exercise also stimulates produc-
tion of a substance known as brain-derived neurotropic factor (BDNF). 
BDNF, which is present in the hippocampus (the area of the brain related 
to memory and learning), promotes the growth of neurons, or brain cells. 
Your brain is literally growing when you work up a sweat! As Ratey says, “I 
call BDNF Miracle-Gro for the brain.”

Exercise also has a positive effect on the brain’s limbic system, because it helps 
regulate a brain structure called the amygdala. In the context of ADHD, the 
amygdala blunts the hair-trigger responsiveness a lot of people experience, 
and evens out the reaction to a new source of stimulus — so we don’t go over-
board and scream at another driver in a fit of road rage, for example.

To the extent that ADHD is a lack of control — of impulses and attention 
— the performance of the prefrontal cortex is critical. A seminal study51, 
from Arthur Kramer, Ph.D., of the University of Illinois, used MRI scans 
to show that walking as few as three days a week for six months increased 
the volume of the prefrontal cortex in older adults. When Kramer tested 
aspects of their executive function, the subjects showed improvement in 
working memory, smoothly switching between tasks and screening out 
irrelevant stimuli. Kramer wasn’t on the trail of ADHD, but his findings 
illustrate another way exercise might help.

Experts agree that exercise boosts levels of dopamine and norepinephrine. 
One of the intracellular effects of these neurotransmitters, according to 
Yale University neurobiologist Amy Arnsten, Ph.D., is to improve the pre-

“Exercise is helpful 
in taking off the edge 
when I am very wound 
up, and allows me to 
focus better.” 
—An ADDitude reader
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frontal cortex’s signal-to-noise ratio. Arnsten has found that norepineph-
rine improves the signal quality of synaptic transmission, while dopamine 
decreases the noise, or static, of undirected neuron chatter. This prevents 
the receiving cell from processing irrelevant signals.

Arnsten also suggests that neurotransmitter levels follow an upside-down 
U pattern, meaning that increasing them helps to a point, after which 
there’s a negative effect. As with every other part of the brain, the neurolog-
ical soup needs to stay at optimum levels. Exercise is a great recipe.

Sweat Strategies
You don’t have to run a 10K every day — far from it. In fact, something 
as simple as walking for 30 minutes a day, four times a week, can give the 
brain-boosting benefits you’re looking for. Individual sports that require 
coordination and complex series of movements — like ballet, gymnastics, 
and tae kwon do — tax the brain as well as the body and have additional 
benefits for people with ADHD. Team sports work too, while bolstering so-
cial skills for children and adults. If your child plays sports for the school, 
talk to his coaches about reducing or eliminating punishments for poor 
academic performance — cutting out exercise may only make academic 
problems worse.

More schools are including exercise in their daily curricula to help students 
do better in the classroom. One school in Colorado starts off students’ days 
with 20 minutes of fast-paced exercise. Then, if a student acts up in class, 
he’s not given extra homework — instead, he’s assigned to ride a stationary 
bike for 10 minutes to get his focus back under control. “The result is that  
kids realize they can regulate their mood and attention through exercise,” 
says Ratey. “That’s empowering.”

Because most schools haven’t built physical activity into the start of the day, 
help your child prime his brain for learning by taking the dog for an early 
morning run or riding his bike to school. In cold or rainy weather, he can 
jump rope or bounce on a small trampoline indoors.

Body-Brain Workouts
John Ratey, M.D., recommends the following smart exercises to improve 
ADHD brains:

free downLoad
Great Sports & Activities for 
Kids with ADHD
http://additu.de/sportsdl

http://additu.de/sportsdl
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•  Do an aerobic activity regularly — jogging, riding a bike, or playing 
a sport that involves sprinting or running. Aerobic exercise elevates 
neurotransmitters, creates new blood vessels that pipe in growth 
factors, and spawns new cells in the brain. One small but scientifically 
sound study from Japan found that jogging 30 minutes just two or 
three times a week for 12 weeks improved executive function.

•  Do a skill activity as well — like rock climbing, yoga, karate, Pilates, 
gymnastics, or figure skating. Complex activities strengthen and 
expand the brain’s networks. The more complex the movements, the 
more complex the synaptic connections. Bonus: These new, stronger 
networks are recruited to help you think and learn.

•  Better yet, do an activity that combines aerobic exercise with a skill 
activity. Tennis is a good example; it taxes both the cardiovascular 
system and the brain.

•  Practice a skill activity in which you’re paired up with another person 
— learning to tango or waltz, for example, or to fence. You’ll be learn-
ing a new movement while adjusting to your partner’s movements, 
putting further demands on your attention and judgment. This expo-
nentially increases the complexity of the activity, which beefs up the 
brain’s infrastructure. Add in the fun and social aspect of the activity, 
and you’re truly activating your whole mind and body.

Keeping Up With Exercise
Sometimes, knowing the benefits is only half the battle. How can people 
with ADHD fit exercise into a busy schedule — and stick with it when 
things get tough? Follow these simple tips to get a gym habit started and 
keep it going:

Set up a schedule. Schedule gym time like you would any other activity — 
don’t count on yourself to go whenever you “have a free moment.” Build set 
days and times for working out into your life routine. If you link it to some-
thing you already do on a regular basis, you’ll have a greater chance for success. 
For example, if the gym is right by your office, schedule it right after work.

Remind yourself. Tie a string around your finger, program a reminder into 
your calendar, or stick a post-it note on your mirror — whatever it takes to 
get you to remember to pack your bag and head to the gym.

“I find that exercise 
is most effective 
when done outdoors 
or mindfully — and 
aerobically or with 
yoga or tai chi.”   
—An ADDitude reader
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Buddy up. Having a friend as a workout buddy increases the chance that 
you’ll follow through on a workout schedule. A partner can provide re-
minders, encouragement, and accountability — all key components to a 
successful gym routine.

Track your progress. Take notes on what you do each day so you can see 
how you’re improving. Concrete numbers can really boost self-esteem if 
you’re feeling unmotivated!

Join a class. If you’re not sure what to do, most gyms have a wide variety 
of fitness classes for all skill levels. Let the teacher call the shots — you may 
find a new interest and make some new friends in the process.

Enlist a trainer. If you can afford it, consider hiring a personal trainer, at 
least to get you started. Trainers are highly qualified and bring structure, 
support, and a wealth of knowledge to your workout routine. Plus, they can 
help you understand the health club environment and any unspoken rules 
or etiquette it may have.

our Kids need recess! 

Some schools or teachers take away recess as a punishment for poor behavior, but this may actually 
be counterproductive. Students, with or without ADHD, show improved attention, working memory, 
and mood after physical activity. And the benefits of recess go beyond reducing the fidget factor: Kids 
learn social skills on the playground, and teachers can learn a lot about their students by watching 
them play — noticing who is being isolated, teased, or bullied.

If your child has missed out on recess, talk with the school about finding alternate consequences. If he 
has an IEP or 504 Plan, you may even be able to include a requirement that recess be a non-negotiable 
part of his school day.

“Under federal special education law, an IEP should include ‘positive behavior interventions and 
supports.’ If a student needs recess to help him stay on task or burn some of his excess energy, that 
should be written into the IEP,” says Chris Zeigler Dendy, M.S., author of Teaching Teens with ADD, 
ADHD, & Executive Function Deficits. “The IEP could also suggest finding opportunities for 
frequent movement or breaks for alternative activities.”

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1606130161/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=nhm00-20&camp=1789&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=1606130161&linkId=e13d2e65bbc9f7e646f45363cd2fbfb9
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1606130161/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=nhm00-20&camp=1789&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=1606130161&linkId=e13d2e65bbc9f7e646f45363cd2fbfb9
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Mindfulness

What exactly is mindfulness (a.k.a. mindful awareness or mindful meditation)? 
To put it simply: living life as it is in real time, with mental clarity, emotional 
openness, and patient resolve. The basic instruction in mindfulness practice is 
to pay attention and to avoid trying to control anything, which is a stress-pro-
ducing habit for many of us. Mindfulness can improve attention and executive 
function and help regulate emotions and manage stress.

Mindfulness isn’t a holistic, stand-alone ADHD treatment — in most cases, 
it’s used in conjunction with other forms of treatment like cognitive behav-
ioral therapy (CBT) and/or medication. However, proper and consistent 
use of mindfulness techniques can decrease some patients’ need for medi-
cation as they learn other ways to manage ADHD symptoms.

Several studies suggest that mindfulness can help with negative self-assess-
ment and worry, which adversely affect stress, happiness, and a person’s ac-
ademic and social performance. The physical and mental benefits are clear, 
but the concept is somewhat daunting and foreign to most of us. Following 
is a guide that shows how — and why — to get started with mindfulness.

How to Practice Mindfulness
Mindfulness can be thought of as a type of meditation. But “meditation” 
can be a loaded word, especially for people with ADHD. Who among us 
can imagine sitting still for hours (much less minutes) at a time? Medita-
tion comes across as boring, and some may associate it with a “spiritual” 
lifestyle. While meditation does have roots in many Eastern spiritual 
traditions, you don’t have to be a Buddhist — or even religious at all — to 
benefit from meditation. It’s been used in clinical studies for decades, and 
mindfulness itself is not a spiritual practice. It’s important for people with 
ADHD to know that the practice of mindfulness doesn’t require a totally 
still mind or even a totally still body.

Mindfulness is a very user-friendly form of meditation — it’s versatile and 
flexible, and you can be creative in how you apply it to your own life. If you 
choose to take a class to learn mindfulness, it most likely will be a formal 
meditation practice. However, you can easily apply informal practices 
outside of class. These involve becoming purposefully aware of how you’re 
doing and what you’re feeling during everyday activities.

“Being able to slow 
down and experience 
the present has helped 
with impulsiveness and 
listening skills. It has 
also helped with better 
relationship/friendship 
experiences.” 
—An ADDitude reader
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These moments of awareness can be brief, but if repeated consistently 
throughout the day, they add up — and the effects can be very powerful. 
Informal practices (as well as shorter formal practice regimens) take less 
focus and time to get started, making them especially helpful for those with 
ADHD. Turning to mindfulness practices in the middle of other activities 
(working, taking a walk, or playing with your children) can be great for 
people with ADHD to get quick bursts of practice.

You can even practice mindfulness right now, while reading this ebook, 
by purposefully bringing your attention to what your body is feeling, your 
posture, or your breathing. By taking a moment to bring attention to the 
present moment in a very specific way — which isn’t something that hap- 
pens often in our busy world — you practice mindfulness.

Stop Thinking, Start Breathing
Our natural state includes thinking, planning, and reacting to the world 
around us. Sometimes that’s useful; often times it’s not. Mindfulness invites 
us to guide our attention from that busy state of thinking and planning and 
instead bring it to what is happening in the present moment. There are lots 
of things in the present moment to which you can bring your attention, but 
initial mindfulness practices focus on paying attention to sensory input.

“Breath focus” is one example. Learning to move your attention to your 
breathing is difficult for everyone. When you start out, you’ll likely be 
shocked at how quickly your attention moves away from your breathing 
and on to something else. This happens to everyone, even those who have 
practiced mindfulness for years. The goal is to work with your own natural 
tendencies and gently return your focus to your breathing again and again. 
By doing this, you strengthen your attention muscle. In that way, medita-
tion practices are just like physical training — they rely on repetition.

Many mindfulness experts recommend that you put your hand on your belly 
while breathing to really get in touch with the motion of your breath. Having 
input from your hand as it moves up and down makes it easier to pay atten-
tion and focus deeply on your breathing. Even the most experienced practi-
tioner will tell you the mind always remains busy — and that’s fine.

Mindful eating is another example of a beginner’s exercise that teaches you 
to slow down and immerse yourself in the sensations, textures, and expe-

“Mindfulness medita-
tion is a challenge for 
me - my mind is all over 
the place! But when I 
take the time to sit, it 
really does improve my 
ability to think before 
I speak and otherwise 
decreases impulsivity.”
—An ADDitude reader
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rience of eating and tasting food. Other common mindfulness exercises 
include walking, yoga, and focusing on sensations in the body.

This may all seem maddeningly simple, and you may doubt that mind-
fulness can help with ADHD symptoms. But really what you’re doing is 
practicing redirection and building your ability to attend. If you try to 
focus only on what you’re eating, for example, you may find that your mind 
wanders. So you practice coming back to focus on your food more often 
than otherwise. Over time (and with a lot of practice!) you’ll be able to 
attend more to other parts of your life, like work or school.

Why to Practice Mindfulness

1. Stress and Anxiety Relief
Mindfulness practice is often used to decrease stress. It goes back to the 
idea of a “self-regulation tank,” a term coined by ADHD expert Russell 
Barkley, Ph.D., clinical professor of psychiatry at Virginia Common-
wealth University Medical Center. According to Barkley, self-regulation 
is a limited resource. He likes to think of it as a “tank” that is slowly de-
pleted throughout the day. Every time we have to self-regulate — maybe by 
stopping ourselves from blurting out something rude, or by focusing long 
enough to complete a difficult task — we use a little bit of fuel from our 
self-regulation tank.

Other things, like stress or anxiety, can deplete our already diminished self- 
regulation tank. If we want to be successful and motivated, we need to look for 
ways to replenish that tank or strengthen its ability to withstand more stressors.

Mindfulness can be a proactive way of counteracting the physiological 
effects of stress. When you’re stressed, anxious, or just generally emotional, 
focusing a few minutes on your breathing, eating, or walking, or on the 
sensations in your body may give you a chance to settle.

Mindfulness’s stress-relief properties aren’t just anecdotal — they’ve been 
studied in research labs around the world. A 2014 study52 done at Carne-
gie Mellon University compared the effects of mindfulness training to stan-
dard cognitive training, finding that subjects who meditated reported signifi-
cantly less stress and better coping mechanisms than did the control group.

eXpert podcast
Mindfulness for Adults 
Living with ADHD
http://additu.de/
mindfulpod

http://www.psyneuen-journal.com/article/S0306-4530(14)00058-4/abstract?cc=y
http://additu.de/mindfulpod
http://additu.de/mindfulpod
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2. Stronger Self-Esteem
Mindfulness isn’t just for stress relief. It also trains the brain to step back 
from being so reactive in life, making us better at observing our patterns 
of thought and our emotions. This fosters self-compassion, makes us more 
willing to stick with unpleasant experiences that have a long-term reward, 
and ultimately increases our self-esteem.

Growing up with ADHD exposes us to a lot of criticism — from ourselves 
and from those around us. We’re constantly told that we’re not as reliable, 
or we’re not as proactive, or we’re not as capable. This can lead us to feel de-
moralized and develop a negative inner voice, constantly whispering in our 
ear: “What’s wrong with you? Why can’t you do this? You’re so lazy.” Many 
people with ADHD think that their negative inner voice motivates them, 
but in reality it tends to diminish self-esteem over time, eroding our ability 
to feel confident, encouraged, and resilient. If left unchecked, it can lead to 
depression and anxiety.

Mindfulness, on the other hand, allows you to chart your inner landscape 
and see where your negative inner voice drags you down. As you practice, 
you can start to also take note of your thoughts, feelings, and habits in any 
given situation. By being open and curious about these patterns — with-
out judging them — you can develop a greater sense of what your typical 
reactions are.

Once you have that awareness, you can use it to develop a more positive 
inner voice. This more helpful voice should be encouraging, informed about 
ADHD, and motivating. Instead of getting angry at yourself for losing your 
cool when your child acts up, your inner voice can say, “OK, clearly I need a 
break. I got wrapped up in my emotions and reacted negatively to my child’s 
behavior.” Or, “I am sensing my urge to interrupt my spouse right now, but 
instead I’ll take a deeper breath and pause for a moment before speaking.”

This mindful self-coaching will help you not only accept what you’re think-
ing and feeling (instead of scolding yourself for feeling a certain way) but 
also change negative patterns and develop new habits. By regulating your 
emotions and striving to change your behavior for the better, you’ll loosen 
the grip ADHD has over your life — boosting your self-esteem as you 
move past difficulties.

“Meditation seems 
to be an ace in the 
hole. It’s hard to put a 
finger on it specifically; 
however, incorporating 
meditation into my 
regimen seems to have 
improved my clarity 
of thinking and my 
mood.” 
—An ADDitude reader
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3. Improved School and Social Skills
A recent study53 published in the journal Developmental Psychology 
suggests that mindfulness techniques can be used to improve everything 
from social skills to math scores — in kids as young as 9, with or without 
ADHD. After a four-month mindfulness intervention, fourth graders in 
British Columbia had a 15 percent increase in math scores, showed 24 per-
cent more healthy social behaviors, and were 24 percent less aggressive.

More research is needed, but the study’s authors think that these results are 
promising. “Doing these kinds of programs in school does not take away 
from academics,” study co-author Kimberly A. Schonert-Reichl, Ph.D., told 
Time magazine. “It adds to a growing research literature that’s showing, 
actually, these kinds of programs and practices increase academic gains.” 
Plus, teachers who participate in the program reported feeling less stressed 
— adding up to an overall calm and successful classroom environment.

Where and When to Practice Mindfulness
If you want to practice mindfulness in an informal setting, all you have to 
do is follow these four steps:

s: STOP! Take a pause and say to yourself, “What can I be mindful of right 
now?” or “Can I be more aware of what’s going on right now?”

t: TAKE A BREATH. Take a big deep breath, then another. Breathing is a 
way to disengage from your body a little and drop the stresses of the day.

o: OBSERvE. While you’re breathing, observe what’s happening to yourself 
in a non-judgmental and compassionate way. Ask, “What’s happening to me? 
What’s happening around me? What’s happening inside of me?” Notice your 
body — particularly any areas of tension — and take note of your thoughts 
and feelings in that moment. It’s important that you don’t criticize your 
thoughts or ask, “Why am I feeling X? I should be feeling Y.” At this step, it’s 
important that you observe in a neutral way, without passing self-judgment.

p: PROCEED. Continue what you were doing before you took this mind-
fulness break — but with more awareness. This might mean a change in 
your course of action. You may decide, “I’m tense right now, and I want to 
lash out. Instead, I’m going to take a walk to cool down.” Or “If I send this 
email, there may be repercussions. Perhaps I should wait until the morning 
to see if it still feels like a good idea.”

free downLoad
5 Mindfulness Exercises for 
Students with ADHD
http://additu.de/mind-
body

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4323355/
http://additu.de/mind-body
http://additu.de/mind-body
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When you develop this practice over time, you can shift your patterns of 
thought and, in the long run, make better choices and react more positively 
to negative events.

Q&a with Lidia Zylowska, M.d.

Lidia Zylowska is the head of the ADHD program at the UCLA Mindful 
Awareness Research Center. She spoke with ADDitude to answer a few ques-
tions about mindfulness.

How can mindfulness help people with ADHD?

It improves your ability to control your attention. In other words, it teaches 
you to pay attention to paying attention. Mindful awareness can also make 
people more aware of their emotional state, so they won’t react impulsively. 
That’s often a real problem for people with ADHD.

Can people learn to practice mindfulness on their own?

Yes, the basic practice is very simple. Just sit down in a comfortable place 
where you won’t be disturbed and spend five minutes focusing on the 
sensation of breathing in and breathing out — pay attention to how it feels 
when your stomach rises and falls. Soon, you may notice that you’re think-
ing of something else — your job or some noise you just heard or your 
plans for later in the day. Label these thoughts as “thinking,” and refocus 
your attention on your breath.

Do this daily. Every couple of weeks, increase the length of time you spend 
on the exercise — 10 minutes, 15, up to 20 or more if you feel you can. Try 
the same thing throughout each day, focusing on your breath for a few 
minutes as you walk from place to place, or when you’re stopped at a red 
light or sitting at the computer.

What if you just can’t keep your mind focused? Will the exercise still do 
any good?

It’s the nature of the mind to be distracted. Mindful awareness isn’t about 
staying with the breath but about returning to the breath. That’s what en-
hances your ability to focus.

“At first I HATED 
meditation and then 
I realized that I was a 
dog, chasing after cars 
in my mind. Of course 
I hated meditation; 
my mind was used 
to chasing cars, not 
sitting on the porch 
watching the cars  
go by.” 
—An ADDitude reader
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And this emphasis on re-shifting your attention, on outwitting the mind’s 
natural tendency to wander, is what makes us think this technique could be 
especially helpful to someone who has ADHD.

It sounds logical, but just how effective is it?

We just completed a study involving 25 adults and eight adolescents, half 
of whom had the combined [both inattentive and hyperactive] form of 
ADHD, and the results were very promising. We observed significant im-
provements in both inattention and hyperactivity.

In cognitive tests, the participants got better at staying focused, even when 
different things were competing for their attention. Many of them also felt 
less anxious and depressed by the end of study.

But keep in mind that this study is only a first step into understanding the 
effectiveness of this approach. More research is still needed to confirm 
these early findings.

Can children practice mindful awareness?

There seems to be a growing consensus that that’s the case, although the 
program would have to be modified for young children. In fact, there is 
one mindfulness program — called Inner Kids — that’s designed just for 
preschool and elementary school children, and it has been quite successful. 
The program has yet to be used specifically for children who have ADHD, 
but we plan to do future studies with them and with adolescents and adults 
with ADHD.

What did the study participants think of mindful awareness? Did they 
think it worked?

Most stuck with the program, and, when asked to rate their overall satisfac-
tion with it, they rated it an average of nine out of 10. And the participants’ 
comments were mostly positive. Adults said things like, “I feel that I better 
understand what goes on in my head, and I’m less critical of myself, less 
reactive, and more forgiving of myself.”

One teenager said, “Now, whenever I feel my mind wandering, I’m able to realize 
that it’s wandering. I can let go of the feeling and stop giving in to distractions.”

eXpert webinar
A Mindfulness Guide for 
Teens with ADHD
http://additu.de/mindteen

http://additu.de/mindteen
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Does scientific evidence support the effect of mindful awareness on the 
brain?

Researchers have shown that, compared with people who don’t meditate, 
long-time meditators have different EEG and MRI patterns, particularly 
in the brain’s frontal region — the region that is involved with ADHD. 
Another study found a rise in the level of the neurotransmitter dopamine 
during meditative states. Lowered levels of dopamine have been found 
regularly in people with ADHD.

Is there any evidence that mindfulness can reduce one’s need for ADHD 
medication?

We didn’t specifically measure this effect in our study, because we did not 
manage our participants’ medications. Only about half of our participants were 
taking stimulant medication, and the benefits they reported were similar to 
those reported by participants who were not taking stimulants. We hope that, 
by practicing mindfulness, one can learn to better self-regulate and, over time, 
lower the need for medication. But we need to study this question further.

Where can I learn more about mindful awareness?

If you’d like an expert to guide you through the process, visit the “Free 
Guided Meditations” page at marc.ucla.edu. There, you can download 
mp3s recorded by Diana Winston, the mindfulness trainer from our pro-
gram. In each, she’ll lead you through a mindful awareness exercise.

There are also several good books on mindfulness meditation. I recom-
mend Tibetan Wisdom for Western Life, by Joseph Arpaia, M.D. and 
Lobsang Rapgay, Ph.D. (Beyond Words Publishing), and Full Catastrophe 
Living, by Jon Kabat-Zinn (Bantum).

Additional Tips for Mindfulness Meditation
To round out your mindfulness experience, follow these additional tips:

1.  Get comfortable. Many meditation books warn you to avoid getting 
too comfortable, because you might fall asleep. Our thought is that if 
you fall asleep, you probably need to sleep. If you got relaxed enough 
to fall asleep...terrific! If you are concerned that you will sleep the 
day away and miss work, set an alarm.

“Research indicates 
that brain training 
involving mindful-
ness practices can 
strengthen areas of the 
brain responsible for 
attention, emotional 
control, and problem 
solving.” 
—Kirk Strosahl, Ph.D. and 
Patricia Robinson, Ph.D.

http://marc.ucla.edu/mindful-meditations
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1582700133/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1582700133&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=88649a9dba2741c018d39ea489563a4c
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0345536932/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0345536932&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=1bbb09b264a676af1755dfc0ad353bef
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0345536932/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0345536932&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=1bbb09b264a676af1755dfc0ad353bef
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2.  Find your own comfort zone. Getting comfortable for you might 
involve standing on your head or lying in your bed or even walk-
ing — you are the best judge of what works for you. On one hand, 
mindfulness practice encourages self-care, making adjustments, and 
being comfortable. No meditator needs the additional distraction of 
physical discomfort. Still, part of mindfulness practice is learning to 
be restless or fidgety — without acting on every impulse.

3.  Take slow, even breaths. Don’t try to control anything. Notice your 
breathing and don’t actively try to make it happen.

4.  If you are in full, high-speed adrenaline mode, you may not be able 
to stop on a dime and change gears to do mindfulness meditation. 
Settle down in any way that comes naturally to you.

5.  If it helps, try using a visual focus. Closing your eyes is probably the 
easiest. Some people keep their eyes open and look down at the floor.

6.  You can also use music as your focus, although most mindfulness 
programs do not use it. If you do, we recommend that you choose an 
instrumental piece.

7.  Don’t “should” yourself. Some people with ADHD do fine sitting 
or lying down, but many of us get unbearably restless when we are 
required to be still for any length of time. If you have a higher need 
for activity than someone else, work with it. There’s no “perfect” or 
“right” way to practice mindfulness.

8.  Moving meditation is as good as the sitting variety. We recommend 
that the activity you choose for mindfulness meditation be some-
thing simple and repetitive, like walking. You can focus on your 
breath or body sensations as you go!

9.  Stick with it. Mindfulness will get easier as you go along. The key to 
success is to take it in small bites.

10.  Remind yourself why you have chosen to pursue mindfulness. It 
is not to clear your mind but to step back from the noise and pay 
more attention to real life, in productive and compassionate ways.

11.  You may need to medicate before you meditate. The right dose of stim-
ulant medicine can turn the brain noise down to acceptable levels.

additUde ebooK
Mindfulness Meditation for 
ADHD
http://additu.de/mindful

http://additu.de/mindful
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Mindfulness and breathing techniques for children

How can you teach your climbing-the-walls kid to be mindfully aware? If 
parents practice mindfulness techniques consistently and learn how to pro- 
actively apply them to their day-to-day interactions, children will even-
tually learn from their example. Beyond that, there are classroom-based 
mindfulness programs you can try — Mindful Schools (mindfulschools.
org) is a good one — or you can look into psychologists who are familiar 
with the technique. Parents can also use books, such as The Mindful Child, 
Child’s Mind, and A Still Quiet Place, to teach mindfulness to their kids.

Remember that the goal with mindfulness is not to get your kids to meditate 
but to cultivate certain traits. You’re trying to build attention, responsiveness, 
emotional awareness, and compassion. Practicing mindfulness for children is 
all about play, discussion, and adapting techniques to their age. Preschoolers 
can do some of the mindfulness practices, and teens can approach it the way 
adults do — translated into their own vernacular, of course.

However, mindfulness does require some maturity. It takes a more devel-
oped mind to pause and examine itself thoroughly! If your child is too 
young to really practice the techniques, don’t worry — he still may be able 
to benefit from some simple deep-breathing techniques.

“Several studies show that rhythmic, paced breathing balances the au-
tonomic nervous system,” says Richard Brown, M.D., associate clinical 
professor of psychiatry at Columbia University College of Physicians and 
Surgeons. What does that mean for your child? Simple — learning to con-
trol her breathing can help her become more attentive and more relaxed.

Many of Brown’s patients have benefited from something called “coherent 
breathing” — a term coined by yoga specialist and author Stephen Elliott be-
cause the technique synchronizes the heart, lungs, and brain. One benefit of 
coherent breathing, says Brown, is that it’s portable and accessible. Your child 
can practice it anywhere — at school, at home, or even on the bus.

How Does Coherent Breathing Work?
The autonomic nervous system has two components: a stress response and 
a recharge response. People with ADHD have nervous systems that are out 
of whack: Most of the time the stress and recharge responses are underac-
tive. But when an ADHD stress response does kick in, it goes into high gear 

free downLoad

Easy Mindfulness 
Exercises for Kids  
with ADHD
http://additu.de/
mindkid

https://www.mindfulschools.org/
https://www.mindfulschools.org/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1416583009/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1416583009&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=484f2e047299da27d28286207f154003
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1935209620/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1935209620&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=48667e6d489ba26a00132b2ef83e47d5
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1608827577/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1608827577&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=7ca9f7a50711949ebb5de2c4dd58e313
http://additu.de/mindkid
http://additu.de/mindkid
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compared to those who don’t have the condition. For your child’s brain 
to work better — and for her to be less impulsive and hyperactive — both 
components of the autonomic nervous system need to work optimally and 
in the right balance. Coherent breathing can help accomplish these goals.

“Amazing things happen in the body and brain when you slow down your 
breathing to five or six full breaths a minute,” says Brown, who teaches a 
weekend course in coherent breathing (breath-body-mind.com). The 
heart, lungs, and blood vessels work more efficiently, delivering more 
oxygen to the body’s tissues and the brain. Parts of the brain that deal with 
complex problems begin to function better. Typically, you see a big change 
in brain-wave patterns — meaning more healthy alpha waves and fewer 
sleepy delta waves. What does that all mean? Essentially, says Brown, “Peo-
ple with ADHD feel a lot calmer, are better able to make good judgments, 
and are less easily frustrated.”

Learn — and Teach — the Technique
For people with ADHD to master coherent breathing, it’s best to have some 
instruction. “An instructor can tell you whether your muscles are relaxed 
and whether you’re breathing too deeply,” says Brown. “You can learn the 
technique in a weekend. The key is to practice at home for 10 to 20 minutes 
a day,” until it becomes an automatic response to stress and hyperactivity.

If you can’t find an instructor, it is possible to do it yourself. (To teach your 
child coherent breathing techniques, you’ll need to learn them first as well.) 
First, find a quiet place to sit where you won’t be interrupted. Close your 
eyes, relax your eyes, neck, hands, and feet, and complete five or six full 
breaths in a minute, keeping your awareness on the breath moving inside of 
you. (Respire 1, a CD by Stephen Elliott, is helpful, prompting you to inhale 
and exhale at set intervals. It’s available at coherence.com.) Once you’re 
confident in your own ability to keep the pace, get your child involved.

One note: Practice coherent breathing with your child when you’re both 
calm. A lot of people say, “Oh, I’ll do it when I get stressed.” “That’s like 
waiting to brush your teeth after they’ve fallen out,” says Brown. When 
your child gets upset with a friend, or when he loses his homework, he’ll 
have a head start at getting his calm and focus back if he’s practiced. “The 
technique becomes an almost automatic response when you find yourself 
in stressful situations,” says Brown.

“Amazing things hap-
pen in the body and 
brain when you slow 
down your breathing to 
five or six full breaths a 
minute.” 
—Richard Brown, M.D.

http://www.breath-body-mind.com/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B001OCE04A/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B001OCE04A&linkCode=as2&tag=nhm00-20&linkId=97f88f4d61ba6d89bba0442a6357a80b
http://coherence.com/
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Mindful Meditation for school focus

More and more, teachers and parents report that students are ready to 
process new information and actively learn following meditation and yoga 
sessions, particularly physically active ones.

“Without mindfulness, my daughter cannot absorb what is being taught and 
she doesn’t have the interest in learning,” said one parent. “She is clouded 
with anxiety, but with daily meditation and some yoga she is able to clear her 
mind of these distractions and move into a state of reception and intrigue. 
Meditation was the most talked about learning tool during her second-grade 
year. She taught us how to do it and would practice it on her own as well. To 
this day, she uses meditation to calm herself when she is frustrated with her 
sister or me. These sorts of skills are imperative life skills that help her to feel 
confident, centered, and ready to take on the world.”

Integrate mindful meditation into your curriculum using these 10 exercises:

1. set the stage for mindfulness by watching, “Teaching the 
ABCs of Attention, Balance, and Compassion by Susan Kaiser 
Greenland” together as a class. Assign books about mindfulness, 
like Imaginations by Carolyn Clarke, as well.

2. put meditation and yoga on the daily schedule. Practice yoga 
poses in the morning, and meditation at the end of the day. Start with 
the “Take 5” method where students take five slow breaths inhaling 
through the nose, then exhaling through the mouth. From there, build 
up to longer activities.

3. take a “noticing walk” around the school or playground. Tell 
students to silently tap into all of their senses. Stop to look at pebbles, 
or listen to the sound of leaves blowing in the breeze. Then, at the end 
of the walk, ask each student to share one observation. Talk about how 
you walk by these things every day, and rarely pause to take them in. 
On a rainy day, dim the lights and ask students to breathe in time to 
color-changing LED lights. Play soothing music and use a diffuser with 
lavender, orange, cinnamon, or lemon scent to create a peaceful at-
mosphere. Help students practice mindful listening by cataloging how 
many different noises they can notice in one minute.

eXpert webinar
Mindfulness Goes to School
http://additu.de/mindful-
school

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LpMvTTIr2p4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LpMvTTIr2p4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LpMvTTIr2p4
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1463512023/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=nhm00-20&camp=1789&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=1463512023&linkId=cde239bf9bdfa1a6e8271ddafe5b3b2f
http://additu.de/mindful-school
http://additu.de/mindful-school
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4. craft a glitter jar where students choose three colors of glitter – 
one each to represent thoughts, feelings, and behavior. Fill a container 
with water and a few pinches of each glitter, seal the jar, and ask stu-
dents: What shakes up your emotions in positive and negative ways? Is 
it winning a sports game? Fighting with a sibling? Ask the kids to swirl 
the jar with each thought. Then tell them to be still, practice the “take 
5” method, and set down the jar. As the glitter slowly settles to the bot-
tom, so too will their thoughts and feelings come under control.

5. buy a yoga card deck, like Yoga Pretzels. Let students take turns 
picking a pose and practicing it as a class. Challenge them to learn the Sanskrit 
name of each pose. Try changing from pose to pose in slow motion. After 
your students have mastered all of the poses in a deck, ask them to invent a 
new pose, and give it a name. As a bonus, let your students use chimes, a sing-
ing bowl, or a gong to signal the end of meditation.

6. practice mindful eating during snack or lunch time. Give a 
few raisins to each student, telling them to pretend they are aliens who 
have just landed on earth. Ask them to look at each wrinkle and fold, 
to touch the fruit and notice its plumpness. Give the raisin a squeeze 
to see if it makes a sound. Smell it. Then ask your students to place one 
raisin in their mouths, and notice how it feels when they chew and 
swallow. Ask the children to answer three questions: Was anything 
surprising? What did you notice about the raisin that you never did 
before? Did any thoughts not related to raisins pop into your head? For 
homework, students can demonstrate this activity to their families.

7. Use a “peace rock” for meditation. Hand out smooth rocks 
you gathered over the summer, or take students on a walk to find a 
special rock on the playground. Instruct them to hold the rocks in 
their hands and stare at them while completing a breathing exercise. 
Then, use the rocks to build cairns in small groups. This exercise builds 
patience as each rock is carefully balanced atop another, and teaches 
frustration tolerance when the rocks fall down in a heap.

8. create a gratitude circle. Ask your students to sit together and 
send peaceful thoughts to a person or a pet they really love. Then, stop 
and ask each child to send peaceful thoughts to himself or herself. 
Next, ask them to take turns sharing a reflection of thanksgiving or a 
kindness about another student. Write down their words and create a 
gratitude jar filled with the notes. Pull them out throughout the year.

yoga exercises for kids  
with ADHD  
http://additu.de/kids-
yoga

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1905236042/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=nhm00-20&camp=1789&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=1905236042&linkId=f978ae0763ea08c112debf16743d9b10
http://www.mbsrtraining.com/mindfully-eating-a-raisin-exercise/
http://additu.de/kids-yoga
http://additu.de/kids-yoga
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9. play the marble roll game. Give each student an empty paper 
towel or toilet paper roll, and have the class stand in a line. Give the 
student at the head of the line a marble, and instruct your students to 
pass it down the line using only the rolls — not their hands. If the mar-
ble falls to the ground, the activity starts over.

10. ask students to write their own guided meditation 
scripts once the class is familiar with meditation practice. Start by 
asking students to imagine a special place they love. Ask them to de-
scribe it in great detail using each of their five senses. Include breathing 
techniques throughout the meditation, and then close with some form 
of relaxation. Share the first draft with classmates, then get suggestions 
(and compliments), revise, test it out, and create a final piece. Students 
can then go “on tour” and give guided meditations to other classes. 

newsLetter for 
teacHers
Sign up to receive 
ADDitude’s free newsletter 
series for educators
http://eepurl.com/b1c2_j

http://www.mindfulteachers.org/2014/03/marble-roll-cooperative-game-for.html
http://eepurl.com/b1c2_j
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Hypnosis

Hypnosis is often mentioned in the same breath as mindfulness and medi-
tation, but it’s far from the same thing. For one, it isn’t usually self-directed; 
someone else — often a trained hypnotherapist — works with patients to 
achieve the right mindset. For another, hypnosis is more than mindfulness. 
If done correctly, it’s a fully altered state of mind where you’re hyper-re-
laxed and susceptible to suggestion.

There is no scientific evidence supporting hypnotherapy as a treatment for 
symptoms of ADHD like inattention, impulsivity, and hyperactivity. Still, 
hypnosis might merit a slot in your treatment strategies, especially if you 
experience anxiety and sleep problems, as many people with ADHD do. 
Clinical studies suggest that this long-accepted therapy can be useful in 
managing these symptoms — as well as offering overall relaxation.

The power of hypnosis lies in the patient’s heightened responsiveness to 
suggestions by their hypnotherapist. For example: If you have trouble 
turning off the computer at 10 o’clock each night so you can get to bed, a 
hypnotherapist might suggest that, in the future, you will be able to do that. 
(Contrary to all comedians’ portrayal of hypnosis, you retain free will while 
you’re under, so don’t worry about involuntary chicken-squawking.)

“Hypnosis can give a person with ADHD the feeling of being in charge of 
his behavior,” says Anna Baumgaertel, M.D., a developmental-behavioral 
pediatrician with The Bridge, a clinic outside of Philadelphia. By planting 
positive suggestions in your mind at a time when your brain is open to ac-
cepting them, hypnotherapists can steer you in the right direction — with-
out forcing you to do anything against your will.

If you’re interested in pursuing hypnosis, it’s best to work with a trained 
hypnotherapist. You can find one at the American Society of Clinical 
Hypnosis.

“Hypnosis can give 
a person with ADHD 
the feeling of being 
in charge of his 
behavior.”
 —Anna Baumgaertel, M.D.

http://www.asch.net/
http://www.asch.net/
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Green time

Time spent in natural settings — called “green time” — has been shown in 
several studies to measurably reduce inattentiveness in children, and anec-
dotal evidence suggests that adults with ADHD benefit from it as well.

Andrea Faber Taylor, Ph.D., a behavior researcher at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, has studied the link between environment 
and the mind of someone with ADHD. Citing the work of Rachel Kaplan, 
Ph.D., and Stephen Kaplan, Ph.D., from the University of Michigan, Taylor 
delved into why nature has such a salutary effect on people with ADHD.

There are two types of attention, direct and involuntary, she explains. 
Direct attention is the forced attention we use every day to focus on house-
work, to complete homework, or to drive a car. Involuntary attention is 
effortless. “Some things naturally draw your attention, like a bird building 
a nest or beautiful foliage,” says Taylor. For those without ADHD, it’s easy 
to use direct attention to complete a particular task. But for those with the 
condition, direct-attention reserves are smaller, she says, so they get de-
pleted sooner.

It’s important to let people with ADHD recover from that fatigue, says Taylor. 
For parents, that means giving your child a break from attention-demand-
ing tasks and letting her play outside in natural settings. For adults, it means 
taking a break from your busy schedule to walk in a park or go on a long 
hike. Time outside may be meandering, or it can be more structured, such as 
playing soccer in an open field. Green time is more than just taking a break 
from work; it’s the setting of that break that makes all the difference.

The Science Behind Green Time
For a study54 published in American Journal of Public Health, Taylor and 
her colleague, Frances E. Kuo, Ph.D., surveyed more than 400 families 
in the United States, each of which had at least one child with ADHD. 
Parents answered questions about their child’s behavior before and after 
participating in various activities in environments ranging from indoors 
to a cement-covered park to natural, wild areas. The results of the survey 
indicated that the children with ADHD who spent time in the most natural 
settings displayed less inattentiveness, regardless of whether they had the 
hyperactive or inattentive type of ADHD.

eXpert podcast
How Mother Nature Can 
Ease ADHD Symptoms
http://additu.de/greenpod

http://additu.de/greenpod
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Benefits of Natural Outdoors vs. Urban and Suburban Settings
Taylor and Kuo conducted another study, four years later, which showed 
that children with ADHD demonstrated greater attention after a 20-minute 
walk in a park than after a similar walk in a downtown area or a residential 
neighborhood.

“From our previous research, we knew there might be a link between 
spending time in nature and reduced ADHD symptoms,” says Taylor. “So, 
to confirm that link, we conducted a study in which we took children on 
walks in three different settings — one especially ‘green’ and two less ‘green’ 
— and kept everything else about the walks as similar as possible.”

Some children took the “green” walk first; others took it second or last. 
After each walk, a researcher, who didn’t know which walk the child had 
been on, tested their attention using a standard neurocognitive test called 
Backward Digit Span, in which a series of numbers is said aloud and the 
child recites them backward. It’s a test in which practice doesn’t improve 
your score.

“We compared each child’s performance to his performance after different 
walks,” reports Taylor. “We found that, after the walk in the park, children 
generally concentrated better than they did after a walk in the downtown 
area or the neighborhood area. The greenest space was best at improving 
attention after exposure.”

When they see behavioral improvements in their kids after playing outside, 
many parents assume that their children are benefiting from “blowing off 
steam” or using up excess energy. However, the earlier survey indicated 
that it’s not so simple. The results showed that there was no improvement 
in a child’s ADHD symptoms after playing indoors or in a constructed out-
door setting, such as a cement-filled playground or skate park. The children 
who had access to open fields, wooded areas, or other natural environ-
ments seemed to have the greatest reduction in symptoms. 

Green time can easily be tried in conjunction with traditional medica-
tions or other alternative therapies. The side effects may be a few scrapes, 
bruises, or bug bites. And even if you live in the city, there are ways to 
incorporate green time into your child’s life.

“We found that, 
after the walk in 
the park, children 
generally concentrated 
better than they did 
after a walk in the 
downtown area or the 
neighborhood area.”
 —Andrea Faber Taylor, 
Ph.D.
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“Anything outdoors is better than anything indoors,” says Taylor, “but it’s 
not enough to say, ‘Go play outside.’ Parents need to go outside, too, to 
show children how to enjoy nature. Point out details up close, and com-
ment on sounds, patterns, and phenomena. As children become familiar 
with their nearby natural areas, they will want to go back on their own.”

Do Adults Benefit from Getting Outdoors?
While there haven’t been formal studies on adults and green time as of 
yet, Taylor theorizes that the effects will be the same. “Everyone needs to 
do something restorative,” she says. Have you ever felt the need to take in 
some fresh air when you got stuck on a boring project? The whole family 
can benefit — and become closer — from a group outing or walk outside. 
“It’s probably not a coincidence that adults seem to take vacations in natu-
ral settings,” adds Taylor.

How Can Green Time Benefit Students with ADHD?
Green time should also be an integral part of your child’s school day — and 
recess should never be taken away as a punishment. Studies have shown 
that children with and without ADHD have more trouble focusing when 
recess is taken away. If your child’s teacher has a habit of doing this, call a 
meeting to discuss it with him. If he continues to take playtime away from 
your child, consider having it written into his IEP or 504 plan.

Outdoor Activities for People with ADHD
With homework, social engagements, and other schedule-hoggers, free 
time is a finite resource for all of us — so use it wisely! Instead of the half-
hour video-game break your child normally takes after school, direct her to 
an activity outside. Remember, don’t force an activity on your child. Find 
one he loves, and make it part of your family’s routine. If you’re an adult 
with ADHD, don’t turn on the TV the second you get home — instead, 
challenge yourself to spend half an hour outside before you watch a show. 
Here are some of Taylor’s green-time suggestions:

•  Ride a bike on a breezy day. 

•  Join a local sports team.

•  Roam in a wooded area.

•  Go fishing.

“Just being outside, 
moving, observing 
nature and the changes 
of seasons really 
helped my symptoms.” 
—An ADDitude reader
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•  Set up a tent in the backyard for a night of camping. 

•  Jump on a trampoline in the backyard.

•  Visit a local park and stare at the clouds.

•  Take a hike.

•  Set up a bird feeder and watch the birds — from inside or outside.

Cold-Weather Ideas

•  Indoors, create natural moments by setting up a tabletop fountain, a 
fish tank with your favorite fish, or a terrarium, preferably with small 
pets (hermit crabs or turtles).

•  Look for tracks of animals on snowy fields or paths.

•  Throw pinecones or rocks on a frozen lake. 

•  Build a snow fort.

free resoUrce
Daily Exercise Ideas That 
Build Focus
http://additu.de/dei
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Readers Sound Off
We asked real ADDitude readers how green time affected them or their child, 
as well as what their favorite outdoor activities are. Here’s what they said:

“We live near woods, and when my son doesn’t take medication (usu-
ally on the weekends), we hike in the woods. He hugs trees, watches for 
wildlife, and just relaxes. My creative, interesting child comes alive and 
shines!”  — Amy, Maryland

“We recently took a trip to a secluded mountain cabin, with nothing 
but raw nature around us. It was the best, symptom-free week we have 
ever had.”  — Lemelia Bonner, North Carolina

“I’m an adult with ADHD and an ecology buff. I love nature, so I cre-
ated my own backyard Eden. Beautiful spaces reduce the clutter in my 
mind and spark my creativity.”  — Alice Chandler, Arlington, Texas

“People with ADHD are the uberhunters of the human world. We feel 
at home in natural environments.”  — Andrew Kinsella, Melbourne, 
Australia 

“The more time I spend in my garden, the more I slow down.”  — Anne 
Kelly, Waterloo, Canada

“Walking in the country has always helped me. The combination of 
exercise, the calming effect of nature, and freedom from man-made 
distractions has a positive impact on symptoms. I feel in control.”  — 
Carrie, Alaska 

“I am an adult with ADHD, and I love mowing the lawn and walking, 
alone and with my dog, on quiet country roads. I can focus after I have 
spent time in the natural world. It sparks my creativity and spontaneity. 
It feels as if my ADHD medication is working twice as well as it nor-
mally does.”  — K.J., Indiana

“My garden is my heaven, and unlike my friends and family, it doesn’t 
get angry when I get distracted or lose interest in it.”  — Susan Polden, 
Mountain View, California

“We are fortunate to live on a lake in a rural area. The kids can sail or 
kayak or just soak up the quiet. They don’t see the effect nature has on 
them...but I sure do!”  — Rita Bristol, Connecticut

eXpert webinar
How Sleep, Diet, and 
Exercise Impact a Child’s 
ADHD
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