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A B S T R A C T

In the past few years we have become increasingly aware of strong associations between obesity and ADHD. Both
conditions are major public health issues, affecting children, adolescents and adults alike.
Objective: This review seeks to (1) examine prior research on the association between ADHD and obesity in
children and adolescents; (2) discuss mechanisms and consequent behavioral attributes to gain understanding of
the path association between ADHD and obesity, (3) review studies examining the role of physical activity,
medication, eating behavior and gender on the relationship between ADHD and obesity in children and ado-
lescents.
Method: PubMed, CINAHL and PsycINFO databases were used to search for studies whose subjects were children
and adolescents, ages 0–17 years and whose publication years were from 2000 to 2016. After screening 31
studies were included in the review.
Results: The literature suggests that there is a significant association between ADHD and obesity. Further, the
inattentive and impulsive behaviors that characterize ADHD could contribute to dis-regulated eating behaviors
and a lack of motivation to engage in physical activity. In addition, it is proposed that medication, gender and
physical activity play a role in mediating and moderating the relationship between ADHD and obesity.

Attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and obesity are
significant public health problems (Ogden, Carroll, & Kit, 2014; Cortese
& Morcillo Peñalver, 2010; Faraone, Sergeant, Gillberg, & Biederman,
2003). ADHD is considered to be one of the most common neurode-
velopmental disorders among children (Biederman, 2005; Visser et al.,
2014). The condition is characterized as having impairing and devel-
opmentally excessive levels of hyperactivity, impulsivity, and inatten-
tion (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Consequently, affecting
an individual's behavior and making it challenging to focus on daily
tasks, plans, routines and organization (Lara et al., 2009; Schei,
Jozefiak, Novik, Lydersen, & Indredavik, 2016; Thomas, Sanders,
Doust, Beller, & Glasziou, 2015). ADHD can be a significant detriment

to the quality of life of those afflicted (Agranat-Meged et al., 2005;
Birnbaum et al., 2005; Klassen, Miller, & Fine, 2004). ADHD affects an
estimated 7%–11% of children worldwide and an estimated 6.4 million
children 4–17 years of age in the United States; (Faraone et al., 2003;
Visser et al., 2014).

Similarly, obesity affects a significant portion of the population and
presents a growing threat to the health and development of children.
Obesity is defined as a BMI at or above the 95th percentile for children
and teens of the same age and sex (Barlow, 2007). Obesity is present in
about 17% of children and 35% of adults in the United States (Ogden
et al., 2014). Preventing this condition is paramount because it is as-
sociated with the development of chronic diseases, such as heart
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disease, type-2 diabetes, gall bladder disorders, osteoarthritis and cer-
tain types of cancers (Freedman, Dietz, Srinivasan, & Berenson, 1999;
Fagot-Campagna, Pettitt, & Engelgau, 2000; Gallagher & LeRoith, 2015;
Reyes et al., 2016). Also, children and adolescents who are overweight
or obese are at increased risk for lower-self esteem, problems at school,
and compromised peer relationships (Schwimmer, Burwinkle, & Varni,
2003; Strauss, 2000).

Recent research suggests strong links between the two conditions.
Considering the high prevalence of childhood obesity it is helpful to
elucidate groups that are at increased risk. As previous studies have
shown, children with ADHD may be one such risk group. Studies show
that children with ADHD lack motor skills, have decreased levels of
physical fitness and are at increased risk for obesity in comparison to
children without ADHD (Waring & Lapane, 2008; Harvey & Reid, 2005;
Holtkamp et al., 2004). Furthermore, these characteristics can persist
into adulthood and cause numerous impairments in social, academic
and occupational functioning, leading to further risk for negative health

behaviors and health outcomes. Consequently, there is a large economic
burden that falls on the families, the school system, and medical pro-
fessionals of children with ADHD (Birnbaum et al., 2005; Kim, Mutyala,
Agiovlasitis, & Fernhall, 2011). In addition, the economic burden that
falls on the individuals and families of those affected by both ADHD and
obesity is great, and even greater if considering the accompanying
chronic diseases (Biederman, 2005; Dietz & Robinson, 2005; Doshi
et al., 2012). The annual economic strain to the United States is esti-
mated at $143 billion–$266 billion and it is projected to increase $48
billion–$66 billion per year by 2030 (Doshi et al., 2012; Wang,
McPherson, Marsh, Gortmaker, & Brown, 2011). Both obesity and
ADHD present a great burden to public health; understanding the fac-
tors and associations that contribute to each is increasingly important in
order to create and implement efficacious evidence-based prevention
and intervention strategies.

Studies on both children and adults have found a significant asso-
ciation between obesity and ADHD (de Zwaan, Gruss, & Müller, 2011;

Fig. 1. Flow diagram of study selection.
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**Study topics of relevance for inclusion in this review: the
prevalence of obesity among those diagnosed with ADHD,
the prevalence of ADHD among those who are obese, stu-
dies comparing those with ADHD versus non-ADHD, and
the association if any between ADHD, obesity, physical
activity, eating behavior, medication and gender.
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