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IMPORTANCE

OF BEHAVIOURAL & LIFESTYLE
INTERVENTIONS IN THE
MANAGEMENT OF ADHD

sychiatric disorders tend to be complex. They have many different factors contributing to their

development, and therefore have different aspects to their management as well. Attention deficit

hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is no different. Correct use of medication is very important in
controlling symptoms, but this is not the only thing that people with ADHD can do to improve their
functioning and quality of life. Some research suggests that using a combination of medication and

behavioural approaches may be more effective than medication alone (1).

The term “behavioural interventions” refers to strategies that aim to increase useful behaviours and
reduce or eliminate harmful behaviours, or those that interfere with learning. This includes very
structured types of therapies (such as Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) and psychosocial
therapy (2). but also includes working with parents and schools to develop behavioural contingency
plans, motivational enhancement, and academic, organizational and social skills training (3). The
aim of these strategies is not to cure the condition, but rather to assist the child with ADHD to
develop skills that will benefit them in the short-term and later in life. They can assist your child

with gaining confidence and learning social skills that can improve their quality of life.

An important concept in the use of behavioural therapies for children with ADHD is that

sometimes it is not only the child whose behaviour needs to be modified. Coping with the stress of

raising a child with ADHD can be challenging and often the way that a parent interacts with a

disruptive child can make the situation worse. One of the behavioural strategies used, called

Behavioural Parent Therapy (BPT), aims to address this. BPT can assist you to learn skills that can

improve your home life and your relationship with your child. Some of the skills that can be learned

are (4):

« Setting up a routine and creating effective house rules

« Noticing and rewarding good behaviour and ignoring or appropriately punishing
negative behaviour

« Giving your child specific directions, rather than general ones which could cause
confusion

« Helping your child feel less overwhelmed by breaking down big tasks into small,
achievable goals

« Creating an organised home and minimising distractions

Research has shown that BPT can have a moderate to substantial improvement for children with a
variety of disruptive behaviour problems. Speak to your doctor about finding a BPT program if you

think this may be right for you.

Copyright: Health Window (Pty) Ltd



HEALTHCONTENT.INFO

ADHD EDUCATION

REFERENCES

1. Duric NS, Assmus J, Gundersen D, Duric Golos A, Elgen IB. Multimodal treatment in children and

adolescents with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder: a 6-month

follow-up. Nord J Psychiatry. 2017:71(5):386-394. doi:10.1080/08039488.2017.1305446

2. Rajeh A, Amanullah S, Shivakumar K, Cole J. Interventions in ADHD: A comparative review of stimulant
medications and behavioral therapies. Asian J Psychiatr. 2017;25:131-135. doi:10.1016/j.ajp.2016.09.005

3. Chan E, Fogler JM, Hammerness PG. Treatment of Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder in
Adolescents: A Systematic Review. JAMA. 2016;315(18):1997-2008.

doi:10.1001/jama.2016.5

4, Pfiffner LJ, Haack LM. Behavior management for school-aged children with ADHD. Child Adolesc
Psychiatr Clin N Am. 2014 Oct;23(4):731-46. doi: 10.1016/j.chc.2014.05.014. Epub 2014 Aug 10. PMID: 25220083;
PMCID: PMC4167345.

5. Clavenna A, Bonati M. Pediatric pharmacoepidemiology - safety and effectiveness of

medicines for ADHD. Expert Opin Drug Saf. 2017;16(12):1335-1345. doi:10.1080/14740338.2017.1389894

6. Arnold LE, Lofthouse N, Hurt E. Artificial food colors and attention-deficit/hyperactivity symptoms:
conclusions to dye for. Neurotherapeutics. 2012;9(3):599-609. doi:10.1007/s13311-012-0133-x

7. Pelsser LM, Frankena K, Toorman J, Rodrigues Pereira R. 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. PLoS One. 2017:12(1).e0169277. Published 2017 Jan
25. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0169277

8. Carter CM, Urbanowicz M, Hemsley R, Mantilla L, Strobel S, Graham PJ, Taylor E. Effects of a few food
diet in attention deficit disorder. Arch Dis Child. 1993 Nov;69(5):564-8. doi: 10.1136/adc.69.5.564. PMID: 8257176;
PMCID: PMC1029619.

9. Pelsser LM, Frankena K, Toorman J, Rodrigues Pereira R. 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. PLoS One. 2017;12(1):e0169277. Published 2017 Jan
25. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0169277

In  addition to behavioural therapies,
addressing certain lifestyle habits may also
help your child to cope better. With regards
to diet, try to plan regular meals and do not
skip meals. This is important for children on
medication because it can lead to appetite
suppression and weight loss (5). However, it
is also helpful in children who are not on
medication because it helps to avoid drops
in blood sugar which can negatively affect
mood. You may have been exposed to some
suggestions about supplements or specific
diets that will help with symptoms,such as
supplementation with polyunsaturated fatty
acids (PUFA) or avoidance of artificial food
colourants (AFC). There is still some
controversy over how effective these
interventions are (6,7). The use of a
restricted few food diet (FFD) has more
support from research (8,9) but can be
difficult to implement practically. This diet
eliminates foods that may be worsening
symptoms and restricts the diet to a small
number of foods. The goal is to identify
“triggering” foods for a specific individual
over time, by a process of provocation and
elimination. It can be a long process and

should only be done under supervision from

a professional.
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