
I S ADHD RELATED TO CHALLENGES WITH EATING?
Th is research update reviews two recent studies 
involving samples of young children as well as 

young adults.
Th e fi rst is a cross-sectional study that found links be-

tween ADHD and eating disorder symptoms among uni-
versity students. In particular, the inattentive symptoms 
of ADHD were related to body dissatisfaction, bulimia, 
and having a drive for thinness, all diffi  culties characteris-
tic of eating disorders.

Th e second study used a longitudinal methodology to 
examine eating behaviour and ADHD symptoms across 
time for young children. Th e fi ndings of this study showed 
that urges to eat in reaction to external cues at four years 
of age were predictive of hyperactivity at age six.

Taken together, both studies suggest a potential link 
between ADHD and eating disorders.

Symptoms of ADHD and eating disorders 
in university students
Th is study explored the relationship between symptoms 
of ADHD and eating disorders in undergraduate univer-
sity students, as past research has found similarities be-
tween these two disorders. Indeed, adolescent females 
with ADHD were found to be 3.6 times more likely to 
meet eating disorder criteria, with an even greater likeli-
hood for developing symptoms of bulimia nervosa, a dis-
order involving recurrent binge-eating and compensatory 
behaviours to avoid gaining weight (Biederman et al., 
2007). As well, research suggests that in addition to pre-
dicting the probability of an eating disorder, ADHD 
symptoms may also predict its severity. ADHD symp-
toms such as inattention, hyperactivity, impulsivity, and 
challenges with planning and organizing, may help ex-
plain the co-occurrence of ADHD and eating disorders.

Th e present study involved 133 undergraduate psy-
chology students in Canada between the ages of 18 and 
22 years. Approximately 20% of the participants were 
male and 80% were female. Participants completed a 
questionnaire measuring the presence and severity of 
ADHD symptoms, as well as a survey that evaluated 
the presence and severity of eating disorder symp-
toms in the areas of bulimia, body dissatisfac-
tion, and drive for thinness. Approximately 6% 
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of the participants reported having an ADHD diagnosis, and 
about 6% reported a previous eating disorder diagnosis.

Overall results indicated that increased ADHD symptoms were 
related to worse eating disorder symptoms. In particular, the inat-
tentive symptoms of ADHD were associated with all of the eating 
disorder areas assessed (drive for thinness, bulimia, body dissat-
isfaction), whereas hyperactive/impulsive symptoms were only 
associated with eating disorder symptoms with respect to body 
dissatisfaction. It is possible that symptoms of inattention (e.g., 
mind wandering, forgetfulness, challenges staying organized) 
influence patterns of disordered eating. However, future research 
that examines changes across time will be necessary to under-
stand the causality of these relationships.
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Eating behaviors and ADHD symptoms  
in schoolchildren
This study used a longitudinal design to examine eating behav-
iours of children at four years of age and ADHD symptoms two 
years later. Researchers predicted that children who had an urge 
to eat in reaction to signals outside of themselves (such as smell-
ing or seeing food) would be more likely to show later ADHD 
symptoms. It was also expected that children who engaged in 
emotional eating (that is, eating more than necessary due to neg-
ative feelings) would have higher ADHD symptoms two years 
later. Furthermore, it was predicted that child ADHD symptoms 
at four years of age would be related to a higher Body Mass Index 
(BMI) at six years of age.

Nine-hundred and twenty-six mothers in Greece participated in 
this birth cohort study, which involved completing surveys at dif-
ferent timepoints, including when their children were four and six 
years of age. When their children were four years old, participants 
completed a questionnaire assessing the eating style of their child, 
which included measures of food responsiveness and emotional 
overeating. Participants also completed questionnaires examining 
their child’s ADHD symptoms at four and six years of age.

Consistent with the researchers’ prediction, higher food respon-
siveness at four years of age predicted higher hyperactivity at six 
years of age. The pattern of results did not differ depending on 
gender. Higher impulsivity may be a possible mechanism for this 
association between greater food responsiveness and more hyper-
activity. However, more research examining potential mechanisms 
in depth is needed to understand this relationship. Interestingly, 
results also showed that more emotional eating at four years of age 
was associated with lower levels of hyperactivity at six years of 

age. As well, ADHD symptoms were not related to BMI.
Overall, these findings may be unique to the sample, 
which involved children at an early age. Future studies 

with older children may be useful, as well as research measuring 
contextual factors (home and school supports, for example) that 
may influence the results found.  
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