
 

Causes of ADHD: What We Know Today
Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is a
neurobiologic condition whose symptoms are also
dependent on the child's environment. 

ADHD is now one of the most common and most
studied conditions of childhood.

Research to date has shown
ADHD may be caused by a
number of things: 

Brain anatomy and function. A lower level of activity in the parts of the brain that control attention and activity
level may be associated with ADHD. See ADHD and the Brain (https://www.understood.org/en/learning-
attention-issues/child-learning-disabilities/add-adhd/at-a-glance-adhd-and-the-brain) from Understood.org. 

Genes and heredity. ADHD frequently runs in families. A child with ADHD has a 1 in 4 chance of having a parent
with ADHD. It’s also likely that another close family member, such as a sibling, will also have ADHD. Sometimes, 
ADHD is diagnosed in a parent at the same time (https://www.understood.org/en/learning-attention-
issues/child-learning-disabilities/add-adhd/is-adhd-hereditary)it is diagnosed in the child. See Inheriting
Mental Disorders (http://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/emotional-
problems/Pages/Inheriting-Mental-Disorders.aspx).

Significant head injuries may cause ADHD in some cases.

Prematurity increases the risk of developing ADHD.

Prenatal exposures, such as alcohol or nicotine from smoking, increase the risk of developing ADHD.

In very rare cases, toxins in the environment may lead to ADHD. For instance, lead in the body
(http://www.healthychildren.org/English/safety-prevention/all-around/Pages/Blood-Lead-Levels-in-Children-
What-Parents-Need-to-Know.aspx) can affect child development and behavior.

There is no evidence that ADHD is caused by: 

Eating too much sugar

Food additives

Allergies

Immunizations
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Why do so many children have ADHD?
The number of children getting treatment for ADHD has risen. It is not clear whether more children have ADHD or
more children are receiving a diagnosis of ADHD. Also, more children with ADHD are getting treatment for a longer
period. 

According to national data, ADHD affects about 9.4% of U.S. children ages 2-17―including 2.4% of children ages 2-5
and 4%-12% of school-aged children. Boys are more than twice as likely as girls to be diagnosed with ADHD. Both
boys and girls with the disorder typically show symptoms of an additional mental disorder and may also have
learning and language problems.

Because of more awareness and better ways of diagnosing and treating this
disorder, more children are being helped. 
It may also be the case that school performance has become more important because of the higher technical demand
of many jobs, and ADHD frequently interferes with school functioning. 

Additional Information:

Understanding ADHD: Information for Parents (http://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-
issues/conditions/adhd/Pages/Understanding-ADHD.aspx)

What Causes ADHD? (https://www.understood.org/en/learning-attention-issues/child-learning-disabilities/add-
adhd/what-causes-adhd) (Understood.org)

Children and Adults with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (CHADD) (http://www.chadd.org/) or 800/233-
4050

National Institute of Mental Health (http://www.nimh.nih.gov/) or 866/615-6464
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