What are some ways to reduce stress with ADHD?
By: Lidia Zylowska MD

Medication, psychotherapy or coaching are often important first steps to reduce stress
with ADHD by lowering core ADHD symptoms, changing unhelpful habits, and
achieving goals. At the same time, a healthy lifestyle (regular daily routine, adequate
sleep, healthy diet, exercise, time in nature), mindfulness practice, and effective
communication create the foundation for stress resilience.

H

aving ADHD often means living with an
increased stress or processing stress in
unique ways. The ADHD symptoms,
such as trouble focusing, disorganization,
forgetfulness, impulsive actions and other
executive function problems, can get in the way
of effective problem‐solving, managing
emotions, or feeling in control of one's life. The
difficulties can set up a stage for feeling
overwhelmed or discouraged. Research shows
high rates of family or marital conflict and
stress, academic or job underachievement,
financial difficulties and increased burden of
other mental and physical disorders in ADHD
(1). Overall, ADHD is a risk factor for chronic
stress, and chronic stress often makes having
ADHD more challenging.
If you have ADHD and are feeling a great deal of
stress because of it, there are ways to manage
it. Medication can minimize core ADHD
symptoms of inattention or restlessness, and
ADHD‐focused psychotherapy or coaching can
help identify and tackle your main triggers for
stress. If you are feeling unfocused,
overwhelmed and getting in your own way,
starting or optimizing these ADHD treatments
can help you feel more in control of your day
and relieve a great deal of stress. At the same
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time, it is important to have a healthy lifestyle
and learn some strategies for stress
resilience. If your daily routine is irregular or
not so healthy, the stress can be addressed by
setting up a work and break schedule, having
adequate sleep, and exercising. Eating a
Mediterranean style diet rich in fruits,
vegetables and healthy protein and fats may
also help offset ADHD symptoms and support
overall mental health (2, 3). Exposure to
nature or green spaces has also been found
helpful with ADHD symptoms (4) and is known
to support stress coping. The lifestyle changes
should be tackled one at a time so they are not
overwhelming. Mindful awareness or
mindfulness training is also proving helpful for
the core ADHD symptoms as well as associated
difficulties of anxiety, depression or stress
(5). This training uses meditation practice and
brief awareness exercises in daily life to train
attention, balance negative emotions and
increase experience of positive emotions such
as self‐compassion. The mindful practice of
pausing to check in and look inward, can help
you recognize signs of stress such as tight
shoulders, or thoughts of overwhelm, and
address it before the tipping point. Breathing
exercises and mind‐body movement often
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encourage relaxation response and can
mitigate the in‐the‐moment feeling of
overwhelm or stress. Last but not least,
effective communication, such as good
listening, being assertive and clear about your
needs, setting self‐boundaries or navigating
conflict can relieve relationship stress in
families.

Bottom line: Identify your sources of stress
and prioritize which one you want to tackle
first. If unsure or stuck, ask a friend/partner for
help or engage with an ADHD
professional. Acknowledge with self‐
compassion that tackling stress may not be
easy but even a small first step can create an
upward spiral.
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