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STORY AT-A-GLANCE

> Daily movement may help your brain regulate focus, mood, and sleep, which can make

ADHD symptoms easier to manage

> In a small, randomized trial, a 12-week structured exercise program added to usual care
outperformed treatment as usual in adults with ADHD. Significant improvements were

noted in ADHD symptoms, sleep quality, and quality of life

> In a study of Swedish seventh graders, moderate-to-vigorous daily activity was more
strongly linked to fewer stress-related symptoms in adolescents with ADHD traits than in

their peers

> More sedentary time and heavier screen use were linked to more stress-related
symptoms such as headaches, tension, low mood, and concentration problems,
suggesting that long stretches of inactivity may add to ADHD-related challenges

> Simple strategies — including structured movement, shorter sitting periods, adequate
magnesium intake, and reducing chemical exposures — may help support a calmer

nervous system and better daily functioning

Your daily activity level appears to play an important role in how well your brain
regulates focus, mood, and sleep. With this in mind, research in adults diagnosed with
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) suggests that adding regular, structured

exercise may ease symptoms and improve sleep.’


https://www.mercola.com/forms/background.htm

ADHD is a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by inattention, impulsivity, and
restlessness, and it's often accompanied by disrupted sleep. When these patterns
persist, they can contribute to rising anxiety, emotional instability, and mounting fatigue.
Over time, that strain affects your work, your relationships, and your overall sense of

control.

Research in adolescents points in the same direction from another angle. In a large
study of Swedish seventh graders, students who moved more throughout the day
reported fewer stress-related symptoms such as headaches, tension, low mood, and
concentration difficulty.2 Those who spent more time sedentary tended to report more of
these symptoms. In short, inactivity may intensify the very symptoms that make daily

life harder, while movement may help interrupt the feedback loop that drives them.

Here's one working theory — movement gives your nervous system a structure it can use
to stay regulated. When you increase your activity, you give your brain consistent input
that may help stabilize your internal pacing, sharpen attention, and lower the mental
friction that makes simple tasks feel overwhelming. Rather than fighting your biology,

you start working with it.

Structured Exercise Linked to Fewer ADHD Symptoms in Adults

A randomized, controlled trial published in Frontiers in Psychiatry investigated whether a
12-week, physiotherapist-led exercise program, added on top of usual care, could
improve symptoms in 63 adults with ADHD.? Conducted in a psychiatric clinic in Sweden,
the program was designed to test a simple question: Does regular, guided movement
outperform treatment as usual when it comes to ADHD symptoms, sleep, and quality of

life?

» The exercise group experienced a strong reduction in symptom severity —
Researchers evaluated symptom scores, sleep, quality of life, and overall clinical
improvement to determine whether exercise produced measurable change.


https://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2024/06/19/people-with-adhd-have-altered-brains.aspx

Those enrolled in the structured exercise sessions had a far greater reduction in
symptom burden than those who continued with treatment as usual — an average
drop of about 7 points on a 72-point ADHD symptom scale, compared with almost
no change in the usual-care group. A subset of 11 participants also received
cognitive skills training alongside the exercise protocol, which means part of the

improvement may reflect a combined effect rather than exercise alone.

Participants in the exercise group were encouraged to notice bodily sensations
during exercise, with a physiotherapist on hand to explain unfamiliar reactions, so

they could understand them rather than interpret them as stress signals.

This approach is intended to ease anxiety around physical effort and build trust in
your body's cues. Over time, it may help your nervous system settle into a calmer
baseline and quiet some of the internal noise that often worsens ADHD symptoms,

although the trial did not measure these effects separately.

Improvements extended beyond focus to sleep and quality of life — The same trial
reported that insomnia scores improved in the exercise group, while the control
group's scores worsened slightly over the same time frame.

Better sleep gives you more mental clarity the next day, and the study suggests that
targeted movement may help restore that rhythm. Quality-of-life scores also
improved by more than 10 points in the exercise group, while the usual-care group's
scores declined. When your body feels stable and energetic, your attention and

emotional balance often follow.

Clinicians and participants agreed the improvement was substantial — Among the
exercise group, 65.5% of participants had a “clinically meaningful improvement,’
while none in the control group achieved this level. Patient self-ratings pointed the
same way — 44.4% of the exercise group rated themselves much or very much

improved, compared with none in the control group.


https://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2025/12/09/exercise-biological-youth-longevity.aspx

Again, keep in mind that this was a small trial run at a single clinic. Only 41
participants were included in the main analysis after a 35% dropout rate, and the

clinicians rating improvement knew who had exercised.

* The program was built around executive function and body awareness — The
program was designed to increase internal motivation and support goal-directed

behavior, two areas where ADHD creates friction.

By mixing aerobic intervals, strength work, and flexibility training, the program aims
to engage the planning, impulse control, and sustained attention that ADHD makes
harder, although the trial did not measure brain activity. In simple terms, a
structured movement program may help train your brain to organize itself more

effectively.

Sessions targeted 60% to 90% of maximum heart rate using chest-strap monitoring
to maintain consistent effort. Exercise in this range is generally thought to increase
blood flow to the brain, delivering more oxygen and glucose (the brain's preferred
fuel) to support cognitive performance,* although the trial itself did not measure
this.

Activity Linked to Less Psychosomatic Stress in Adolescents
with ADHD Traits

In a cross-sectional study published in Mental Health and Physical Activity, researchers
investigated how moderate-to-vigorous physical activity relates to psychosomatic, or
stress-related, symptoms in 1,139 seventh-grade students in the Stockholm region of

Sweden.s

The study evaluated whether regular movement was associated with fewer physical and
emotional symptoms such as headaches, low mood, tension, stomach aches, and
difficulty concentrating. The study also explored how sedentary behavior and screen
time relate to these symptoms, focusing on whether adolescents with ADHD traits

respond differently than their peers.



* Movement correlated with lower stress symptoms, with a stronger link in ADHD
groups — Adolescents with and without ADHD traits wore accelerometers for a full
week to track activity levels and completed questionnaires about stress symptomes,

screen use, and ADHD traits.

Students with self-reported ADHD traits showed consistently higher psychosomatic
stress than those without, but the link between more moderate-to-vigorous activity
and fewer symptoms was also stronger in this group.

In other words, each extra bit of movement was associated with a larger drop in
symptom scores for those dealing with attention-related challenges. Keep in mind
that this was a one-time snapshot rather than a trial, so it can't show that the
movement itself caused the difference, and only about 65 of the 1,139 students
reported ADHD diagnoses or symptoms.

» Overall stress-symptom scores were lower in active students — The
psychosomatic scale used in the study measured symptoms including headaches,
stomach aches, tension, sleep difficulty, low mood, and dizziness. These items were
combined into a single score, and more active students had lower overall scores,

suggesting that movement is tied to both physical and emotional well-being.

» Sedentary time and screen use were linked with worse symptoms — The study
found that high sedentary time and high screen time were associated with more

stress-related symptoms in the sample as a whole.

When the researchers looked at students with ADHD traits separately, more
sedentary time was still linked to more symptoms but screen time was not, and
neither sitting nor screen time showed a stronger link in the ADHD group. Where
students with ADHD traits stood out was physical activity, which showed a stronger
link with fewer symptoms.

More movement went hand in hand with fewer symptoms, while more sitting went
hand in hand with more. That said, these patterns offer a useful lens for evaluating

your own day — if long stretches of sitting leave you tense, more movement may


https://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2025/01/21/screen-time-children.aspx

help your body decompress.

» Exercise may support executive functions that stress can strain — The study
referenced earlier findings showing that physical activity supports planning,
working memory, and self-regulation — skills that act as your brain's internal

management system.

When stress builds, these skills can feel harder to access, leaving you scattered and
overwhelmed. Again, physical activity is generally thought to improve blood flow
and oxygen delivery to the brain, which may be one reason even short bursts of
activity help some people think more clearly, though this study did not measure

those mechanisms.

 Students with high hyperactivity scores showed a different pattern — Adolescents
with abnormal hyperactivity scores — meaning more impulsivity, distractibility, and

restlessness — reported a greater stress-related burden.

But in this group, more physical activity during school hours was linked to more
psychosomatic symptoms, not fewer, which is the opposite of the overall pattern.
The researchers suggest that these students may increase physical movement as a
reaction to school stress or to long lessons of uninterrupted sitting, using it as a
kind of pressure release valve.

Note that the study didn't examine biological pathways, but one possible
explanation is improved autonomic regulation — your body's ability to shift from
tension into a calmer state. More active students reported fewer stress symptoms
overall, and when your nervous system settles into a calmer pattern, it may become
easier to manage your thoughts, behaviors, and reactions and break cycles of

stress.

Practical Steps to Support Sleep, Focus, and Daily Stability



Easing ADHD-related stress, poor sleep, or psychosomatic symptoms usually isn't about
chasing each individual problem. Based on the featured studies, it's about restoring the
rhythm your nervous system depends on.

Movement is one of the most accessible ways to support that rhythm, and many people
find their body responds when they give it the structure it's been missing. If you treat this
like a personal experiment and track your progress, you build confidence each week,
which strengthens your ability to follow through.

1. Build a predictable movement routine that works with your energy levels — If you
struggle with restlessness, tension, or scattered thoughts, start with short,
structured sessions. In the START trial, adults who followed a moderate-intensity,
interval-based program reported fewer ADHD symptoms, including lower inattention

scores.®

Mimic that pattern by giving yourself clear start-and-stop points, such as five
minutes of brisk walking followed by one minute of slower movement. This kind of
structure may help your brain shift into task mode and quiet some of the internal

noise.

2. Break long sedentary stretches before they create tension — The study on
adolescents showed that longer sitting time and higher screen time matched up
with higher stress-symptom scores, which include headaches, tension, and low
mood. Interrupt these patterns early by standing and moving instead of sitting as

much as possible.

Set a reminder every 30 minutes to stand, stretch, or walk for five minutes. These
micro-breaks may help keep stress from building up in your muscles and nervous
system. Think of this as pressure release so stress doesn't accumulate and disrupt

your sleep later.

3. Match your movement to the state of your nervous system each day — If you wake
up tense, choose slower rhythmic movement like walking, cycling, or light strength

training. If your thoughts feel chaotic, interval-style moderate movement brings
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structure to your attention. If you're struggling with insomnia, daytime activity may
help stabilize your system and support better sleep at night. This approach
personalizes the routine to your needs so it becomes a tool rather than a chore.

. Consider your magnesium intake — In addition to regular daily movement, simple
nutritional and environmental upgrades may help support your nervous system.
Neither of the featured studies discussed above examined magnesium, so think of
it as general nutritional support rather than a treatment for ADHD.

Magnesium is of particular interest because it plays a role in nervous system
function and muscle relaxation, and getting enough of it may support sleep quality.’
However, many people find it hard to get enough magnesium from food alone, due

in part to soil depletion and poor absorption.

If you decide to take a magnesium supplement, one practical way to find your dose
is to start with magnesium citrate — it's well-absorbed but will trigger loose stools
when you've taken too much. So, slowly raise your dose until that happens, then
back off slightly. That's your personal threshold. Once you know it, switch to forms
that are gentler on your digestion, like glycinate or malate. If you have kidney
problems or take prescription medications, talk with your health care provider
before starting.

. Reduce chemical and environmental stressors that interfere with focus and mood
— Your nervous system deals with more than internal stress — it also responds to
what's around you. Pair magnesium with cleaner daily habits: choose organic foods
when possible, switch to natural cleaners, avoid artificial food dyes, and reduce
exposure to synthetic fragrances.

In addition, replace plastic storage containers with glass or stainless steel, avoid
microwaving in plastic, and choose natural materials over synthetic ones whenever

possible. Lowering your exposure to compounds found in plastics, fragrances, and
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ultraprocessed foods may support clearer thinking and steadier energy. Even small
steps may reduce background stress on your brain, making it easier to stay
consistent with routines that improve focus, sleep, and emotional balance.

FAQs About Exercise and ADHD

Q: How does daily physical activity influence ADHD symptoms?

A: Daily movement appears to help regulate your nervous system, which plays a role
in focus, mood, and sleep. Low activity levels may disrupt your internal rhythm and
make ADHD symptoms such as inattention, restlessness, and emotional instability
harder to manage. Thus, regular exercise may help restore structure to your brain's

signaling and lower the mental friction that makes everyday tasks harder.

Q: What did the adult study show about structured exercise and ADHD?

A: In a randomized controlled trial of 63 adults with ADHD in Sweden, a 12-week
physiotherapist-led program added to usual care produced stronger improvements
than treatment as usual alone.? Participants experienced better sleep, higher quality
of life, and large reductions in symptom severity.

More than 65% were rated by clinicians as having a clinically meaningful
improvement, compared with none in the control group. A small subset also
received cognitive skills training, which may have contributed to the overall
improvement, and the researchers note that the trial was small and had a high
dropout rate.

Q: How does physical activity affect adolescents with ADHD traits?


https://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2025/02/01/lawsuit-ultraprocessed-foods-caused-illnesses.aspx

A: In a cross-sectional study of 1,139 Swedish seventh graders, the link between
moderate-to-vigorous activity and fewer stress-related symptoms, such as
headaches, tension, low mood, and concentration difficulty, was stronger in those
with ADHD traits than in their peers.

More sedentary time was associated with more symptoms in students with and
without ADHD traits, and higher screen use was associated with more symptoms.
But because the study captured a single point in time, it shows associations rather
than cause and effect.

Q: Why does exercise help both focus and emotional stability?

A: Physical activity is generally thought to boost blood flow to your brain, and
research suggests it may support executive functions like planning, self-regulation,
and working memory. It may also support autonomic regulation — your body's ability
to shift out of tension and into a calmer state. Together, these changes may help you

think more clearly, manage emotions more effectively, and break cycles of stress.

Q: What practical steps support sleep, attention, and daily stability?

A: Start with short, structured movement sessions; break up long periods of sitting;
match your exercise to your daily energy; make sure you're getting enough
magnesium; and reduce environmental stressors such as synthetic fragrances,
plastics, and chemical exposures. These steps may help reinforce your nervous
system's rhythm and make it easier to stay consistent with habits that support

focus, sleep, and daily functioning.
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