
Can a healthy diet help ADHD? 

 

 

 

Estimates of ADHD across the world range from 2.2 to 17.8 percent 

(Skounti, Philalithis & Galanakis, 2007) 

Until recently in India, parents of children with ADHD agonised, not knowing   
what troubled their child. Teachers also were not adequately trained in 

identifying and dealing with LD and ADHD. 

A lot of teachers, irrespective of how many years they’ve been working or 

which school they work with, don’t know exactly what to look out for,” says 

Tejaswi Shetty, a school counselor in Mumbai who also conducts research on 

mental health literacy among teachers. “Most teachers, of the ones who 

could identify problems, picked up only the hyperactive type of ADHD; they 

ignored the attention-deficit angle.” 

ADHD, also known as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, is a chronic 

condition considered to be a neuro-psychiatric disorder or a disorder of the 

nervous system. Commonly found in school children, the disorder is 
characterized by developmental and behavioural issues such as inattention, 

hyperactivity and impulsivity. 
  

If not treated properly, it increases the risk of delinquency, drug abuse and 
poor academic performance. ADHD often has associated emotional, 

behavioral and social problems. There is a high prevalence of low self-



esteem in children with ADHD. Learning disabilities including dyslexia are 
common along with disruptive and oppositional behavior. 

 
Regarding the incidence of ADHD, studies have shown that it is more 

prevalent among boys than the girls. Possible reasons could be that 
hyperactivity is less in girls, and symptoms of inattention go unnoticed. 

 
A child with ADHD is often labelled as “naughty, hyper, destructive or 

misbehaved” which leaves parents feeling guilty or faulting the upbringing of 
their child. While the home environment does play a very important role 

once ADHD is diagnosed, there are many other factors (apart from 
parenting) that play a part. 

 
Causes of ADHD: 

 

▪ Heredity: There is evidence that ADHD runs in families. Studies have 
found that a child with ADHD has at least one relative with ADHD. 

 
▪ Altered brain functioning and the anatomy of the 

brain:  Chemicals in the brain or neurotransmitters are said to play a 
role in ADHD. The main neurotransmitters involved in ADHD are 

serotonin, dopamine and norepinephrine. These neurotransmitters 
affect the signals across the brain. Studies have found that children 

with ADHD have 4% smaller brains in comparison to children without 
ADHD. MRI findings in investigations are suggestive of some smaller 

brain parts in children with ADHD. Studies also documented reduced 
blood flow to the prefrontal cortex . 

 
▪ Prenatal Causes:  Studies have found a link between low birth weight 

(< 3.3 lbs) and ADHD. Smoking during pregnancy, use of alcohol and 

drugs increases the risk of giving birth to a child with ADHD.  
 

▪ Exposure to Environmental Hazards: Exposure of the unborn child 
during pregnancy and after to different chemicals and toxins in food, 

herbicides, pesticides, amalgam fillings, automobile exhaust, nail 
polish, cleaning supplies, is related to the occurrence of ADHD, and 

one such notable chemical is polychlorinated biphenyl (PCB). PCBS are 
present in contaminated waters, soil, even old electrical transformers 

and ballasts. 
Studies show that exposure of children to PCBs increases the risk of 

symptoms of inattention, hyperactivity and aggressive behavior. 
Another chemical found to be associated with it is lead. Children with 

exposure to lead have greater chances of having a diagnosis of ADHD. 
 



 
Role of Nutrition in ADHD:  

 

• The brain is the most food sensitive organ in our body and 60% of our 

brain is made up of fat.  

• Brains of growing children use more than 50% of the total energy from 

food for growth and function 

• Pollutants and food additives are stored mostly in fat tissue 

• The brain does not store sugar, and carbs only are used as fuel. Erratic 

blood sugar levels affect learning, mood and behaviour 

• The Blood Brain Barrier is still underdeveloped in young children and 

cannot keep toxic substances out 

The misfiring and miswiring of neurotransmitters are what lead to ADD 

symptoms. A neurotransmitter is a chemical messenger that helps in the 

transmission of nerve impulses between synapses – the gaps between nerve 

cells. 

 The neuro transmitting system is greatly affected by food. Real food helps 

the developing brain make the right connections. No ADHD treatment can 

overcome or circumvent eating junk food 

 

 

 



 

 

A frayed myelin sheath leads to nerve cells not firing fast enough, irritability, 

fuzzy thinking, and quirky behavior. Myelin is an insulating layer that forms 

a sheath around nerves (including those of the brain and spinal cord). It is 

made up of 80% lipids, mainly cholesterol, and 20% proteins. 

 

An ADHD friendly diet would include lots of: 

Lean protein: Chicken, fish, eggs, yogurt 

Complex Carbs: All fruits and veggies, organic, bright and colorful including 

beans, whole grains, sweet potatoes and yams  

Healthy Fats: Olive, flaxseed, coconut and fish oils, avocado, nuts and 

seeds 

Eliminate: 

• Junk foods (high sugar, salt, saturated and trans fats) 

• Processed foods 

• Food additives/colorings 

• Chocolate 



• Sugar / aspartame / artificial sweetners 

• Processed meats 

• Contaminated fish 

• Dairy and Gluten in some cases helped alleviate symptoms 

• Look out for food labels that say Transfats, MSG, BHT, BHA, 

anything you can’t pronounce.  

 

Treatment Protocol: 

1) Lifestyle and physical activity: 

Exercise boosts the brain’s neurotransmitter levels which affect focus 

and attention. 20 minutes/day of vigorous exercise improves ability to 

sit still and concentrate, increases blood flow to the brain and increases 

NGF (nerve growth factor). More activity = more receptors, Less activity 

= less receptors. 

   2) Supplementation:  

Omega-3s and Omega-6s, the EFAs should be in proportion.  The brain 

needs a ratio of 2:1 to 3:1 of omega 6s to 3s to think and act in balance. 

ADHD has children with higher ratios of 6s to 3s with low levels of 

omega-3 DHA.  Studies show omega-3 increased the number of 

dopamine receptors on the brain cells. For optimal behavior and learning 

in school-aged children, 500-1000 mg omega-3 EPA/DHA daily fish oil 

supplements, along with zinc, iron and magnesium helped in improving 

symptoms. 

     



 

 

 

Kids with ADHD must eat right to optimize the brain’s performance. 

Good nutrition enhances every ADHD intervention. No ADHD treatment 

can overcome eating junk foods 

 

2) Medication: 

Parents need to work closely with their pediatrician. There are 

medications that work as stimulants and some as nonstimulants 

3) Environment at home and school: 

▪ Show your child lots of affection. Children need to hear that they're 

loved and appreciated. Focusing only on the negative aspects of your 

child's behavior can harm your relationship with him or her and affect 
self-confidence and self-esteem.  

▪ Be patient. Try to remain patient and calm. If you're calm, your child is 
more likely to calm down too. 

▪ Keep things in perspective. Be realistic in your expectations for 
improvement — both your own and your child's. 

▪ Take time to enjoy your child. Make an effort to accept and appreciate 
the parts of your child's personality that aren't so difficult.  

▪ Try to keep a regular schedule for meals, naps and bedtime. Use a big 
calendar to mark special activities that will be coming up. Children with 

ADHD have a hard time accepting and adjusting to change. 
▪ Make sure your child is rested. Try to keep your child from becoming 

overtired, because fatigue often makes symptoms of ADHD worse. 



▪ Identify difficult situations. Try to avoid situations that are difficult for 
your child, such as sitting through long presentations or shopping in 

malls and supermarkets  
▪ Use timeouts or the loss of a privilege to discipline your child. For 

children with ADHD, a timeout from social stimulation can be very 
effective 

▪ Work on organization. Help your child organize and maintain a daily 
assignment notebook and be sure your child has a quiet place to 

study. 
▪ Find ways to enhance your child's self-esteem and sense of 

discipline. Children with ADHD often do very well with art projects, 
music or dance lessons, or martial arts classes. But don't force children 

into activities that are beyond their abilities. 
▪ Use simple words and demonstrate when giving your child 

directions. Speak slowly and quietly and be very specific and concrete. 

Give one direction at a time. Stop and make eye contact with the child 
when giving directions. 

 

 

3) Behaviour Modification Therapy: 

▪ Manage stress and anger 

▪ Control impulsive behavior 

▪ Improve organizational skills 

▪ Persist toward goals 

▪ Learn new skills to cope with problems 

▪ Avoid distracting stimuli 

▪ Surround your child with good role models 

▪ Praise your child frequently 

 

If it is any consolation, perhaps parents can look at the lives of famous 

people who have lived with ADD, found a way to overcome it and 

reached the pinnacles of success. Will Smith, Michael Phelps, Simone 

Biles, Justin Timberlake are some of these inspiring role models. 

 

Dr. Dherandra Kumar, Dr. Sears, theswaddle.com, Nina David (TISS), 
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