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DIET AND ADHD

OMEGA-3 FATTY ACIDS

An introduction

Food or Supplement?

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD) is a neuro-developmental
condition that includes a persistent
pattern of inattention, hyperactivity
and/or impulsivity that occurs more
often and more severely than is
typically seen in others. There is no
known cause, or cure, for ADHD.
Conventional treatment focuses on
managing symptoms and includes
any of the following interventions,
alone or in combination: medications,
behavioural interventions and/or
psychosocial interventions.

Children with ADHD appear to have lower blood omega-3 fatty acid levels
and a higher ratio of omega-6:omega-3 compared to children without
ADHD. A deficiency of omega 3 fats may impact serotonin and dopamine
neurotransmission and increase neuro-inflammation, which may negatively affect
cognition and behaviour. A 2017 review of 7 randomized control trials and 3
case-control studies found that children with ADHD have lower levels of omega-3
fatty acids, and that supplementation was associated with an improvement
in symptoms. Other research showed no effect on ADHD symptoms with
supplementation. Although omega-3 supplementation shows promise in
decreasing ADHD symptoms, the evidence remains unclear. Individuals with
ADHD should focus on food sources of omega-3 fatty acids such as oily
fish, walnuts, flaxseed and soybeans. If low levels of omega-3 are detected,
supplementation may be helpful as an adjunct to conventional therapies.

Nutritional therapy
can play an
important role
in managing
ADHD symptoms.
Consuming regular
meals and a wellbalanced diet that includes a wide
variety of foods is important for brain
health and may help improve mood,
behaviour and learning. Although
there is no single food or nutrient that
causes ADHD, studies suggest that
certain nutrients and additives may
affect behaviour in a subset of people.
Side effects of common ADHD
medications may also have nutritional
implications.
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Omega-3 Polyunsaturated Fatty Acids in Youths with Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder: a Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis of Clinical Trials
and Biological Studies
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NUTRITION CONTROVERSIES
Food Additives

The Few Foods Diet

Food additives are substances
added to food to increase shelf life,
to add colour, or to enhance taste,
appearance, or texture. They are
generally found in packaged and
processed foods such as sugar
sweetened beverages, pop, candy,
colourful cereals, and cake mixes.
Common food additives include:
sodium benzoate, sodium nitrate and
potassium sorbate (help preserve food);
guar gum and xantham gum (used
to improve texture); sunset yellow,
tartazine, carmoisine, ponceau and
allura red (food colourings).

The few foods diet is not a treatment,
but rather a dietary tool used to identify
problem foods, such as allergens. In
children with ADHD and food allergies
or sensitivities, this diet can be used as
a method of identifying and eliminating
those foods. This may reduce the
symptoms of ADHD. Once the problem
causing foods are eliminated, a new
personalized diet is developed and
used as an ongoing treatment in
ADHD. This elimination diet is complex
and burdensome, starting with very
basic foods known to be allergy safe.
The reintroducing of foods phase may
last up to 1.5 years. This diet must be
followed by a dietitian to avoid nutrient
deficiencies and requires long term,
full commitment and motivation from
the parents and children affected.
Due to its complexity, this diet is not
recommended for most children with
ADHD, but rather used in selected
cases, usually in young children when
diet can be more easily controlled and
when medication needs to be avoided.

Studies have shown that food additives
may increase hyperactivity in some
children with and without ADHD. In a
randomized, double-blind, placebocontrolled study, British children
consuming juice with sodium benzoate
and six artificial food colourings
displayed a mild, but significant
increase in hyperactivity. Other research
found that small subsets of children
with ADHD are more sensitive to food
additives and respond favourably when
they are eliminated from the diet. If a
parent suspects their child’s behaviour
is affected by additives, they should
be encouraged to keep a food and
symptom diary to help identify possible
triggers.

Gluten
There is inadequate research that
shows a gluten-free diet improves
ADHD symptoms, unless a person has
celiac disease. As a result, following a
gluten-free diet is not recommended.
Gluten-free foods are usually not
enriched with vitamins and minerals
and following a gluten-free diet can
limit the variety of foods available for
consumption; therefore, increasing
the risk of nutrient deficiencies. Also,
gluten-free diets are often expensive
and difficult to follow.
Celiac disease is markedly
overrepresented among patients
with ADHD. Studies have shown
that gluten-free diet improves ADHD
symptoms in those with celiac disease.
It has been suggested that celiac
disease screening should be included
in the ADHD symptom checklist.
Association of Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder and Celiac Disease: A Brief Report

Is there a diet for ADHD? Can food make a
difference?
Diet and ADHD, Reviewing the Evidence:
A Systematic Review of Meta-Analyses
of Double-Blind Placebo-Controlled Trials
Evaluating the Efficacy of Diet Interventions on
the Behavior of Children with ADHD

Diet and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder

SIDE EFFECTS OF ADHD MEDICATIONS
When to Refer to a Dietitian
Side effects of common stimulant medications used to manage ADHD symptoms
include stomach pain, decreased appetite, weight loss, poor weight gain and
growth failure. If any of these symptoms
are present, a referral to the dietitian is warranted for
further assessment. Appetite, adequacy of food intake and
growth (height and weight) should be regularly monitored in
children with ADHD who take stimulant medication.
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Nutritional Deficiencies
Suboptimal levels of vitamin B6, iron, zinc and magnesium have been observed in some
children with ADHD. Children with ADHD should have their vitamin and mineral status
assessed and receive supplements only if low levels are identified. Correcting these
deficiencies may improve symptoms in some individuals. Taking vitamins and minerals,
unless necessary, may be harmful.

Nutritional
Supplements for
the Treatment of
Attention-Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder

THE BOTTOM LINE
Follow a Healthy Diet
Overall there is a lack of quality studies examining the effects of diet on
ADHD symptoms. There is limited support for avoiding additives, consuming
more omega-3 fats, and taking specific supplements, vitamins and minerals.
People with ADHD should follow general healthy eating guidelines that include
vegetables, fruits, whole grains,
lean meats, poultry, oily fish
and legumes, and limit highly
processed foods. Following a
healthful diet will reduce exposure
to preservatives, food additives,
and sugar, and improve intake of
vitamins, minerals and omega 3
fats. Eating regular meals, and
a healthy well-balanced diet can
help with overall mental and
physical well-being.

Meet Your Featured Dietitian!
MICHELE MACDONALD WERSTUCK
RD MSc CDE, Assistant Professor within
Department of Family Medicine, McMaster
University

What do I love about primary care?
The past 20 years working at the Hamilton
FHT has given me a wealth of experience and
a passion for developing collaborative care
opportunities to enhance patient self management
and improve health outcomes. From diabetes
education to infant feeding, malnutrition screening to bariatric care, IBS to
depression, I love the variety of nutrition referrals I see each day in family
practice, the amazing primary care teams I get to work with and the opportunity
to improve health through foods and nutrition.

MYTH:
A sugar-free diet is considered
an effective diet for ADHD.

FACT:
Sugar is often blamed for
behavioural problems in
children. However, studies
have failed to demonstrate a
causal relationship between
sugar intake and hyperactivity
or inattention in children with
ADHD. The circumstances,
or the environment, in which
sugar is consumed (parties,
holidays, special occasions) is
likely responsible for a child’s
hyperactivity. Despite these
findings, added sugars should
be limited as part of a healthy
diet.
Correlation between attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder and sugar
consumption, quality of diet, and dietary
behavior in school children

Favorite Food Quote: “Cheers - to your health!”
Practices: Krol, Csordas, DiPaolo
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What’s Cooking:

The Benefits of Breakfast are Real...
and Delicious

High protein breakfast foods help boost focus and mood all day long. Research suggests a direct correlation between
breakfast and academic success. A 1998 study, published in the Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine,
showed that children who ate breakfast regularly had higher reading and math scores, lower levels of anxiety, and
hyperactivity, better school attendance, improved attention spans, and fewer behavior problems.
A balanced breakfast — high in protein and carbohydrates from whole grains, fruits, and/or vegetables — ensures a
varied supply of nutrients along with enough calories to sustain mental and physical energy until the next meal.
Here are some quick, easy, and tasty ways to get enough protein into your carb-lover’s mouth without turning your
kitchen or dining room into a battlefield. The idea behind all of them is to start with a favorite carbohydrates, such
as waffles, toast, jam, or fruit. Then add in high-protein foods you know your child likes, such as eggs, meat, peanut
butter, yogurt, cheese or other dairy products, or beans. Combine these foods in creative ways:
•

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

•

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

•

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

•

Spread a toasted, whole-grain bagel or toast with natural peanut butter or another
nut butter, such as almond or hazelnut. Adding a dab of all-fruit jam is just fine.

•

Make a peanut butter and banana wrap or spread a nut butter and sliced banana
on whole grain toast.

•

Sauté lean breakfast sausage patties with pieces of diced apples.

•

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

•

Fill an omelet with lower fat cheese and lean chopped ham.

•

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

•

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

•

Toast a whole wheat English muffin and top with an egg and cheese to make a
home made breakfast sandwich.

•

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

•

Top plain yogurt with fresh fruit or mix in oatmeal.

•

Offer a grilled-cheese sandwich made with whole-grain bread and cheese.

•

Blend up a homemade instant breakfast shake.

•

Serve a veggie omelet with a bran muffin.

•

Offer mixed nuts, fresh fruit, and a glass of milk — a great breakfast for kids that graze.

Murphy, J. Michael. “The Relationship of School Breakfast to Psychosocial and Academic Functioning: Cross-sectional and Longitudinal
Observations in an Inner-City School Sample.” Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, vol. 152, no. 9, 1998, pp. 899.
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