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Key Challenges for Youth with ADHD 
During the Pandemic

W HAT HAVE RESEARCHERS LEARNED about 
the key challenges for youth with ADHD 
during the pandemic? In this update on 

recent research, the fi rst study focused on the top 
problems for adolescents and young adults with ADHD. 
Th e concerns that came up the most were social isolation, 
problems with remote learning engagement, diffi  culties 
with motivation, and boredom. Th ere is a need to increase 
opportunities for social interactions, improve motivation 
for school, and monitor for signs of depression.

Th e second study compared how students with and 
without ADHD managed remote learning during 
COVID-19. Compared to those without ADHD, children 
with ADHD experienced more diffi  culties with attention 
span, independence, and commitment in their learning. 
Children with ADHD as well as children without ADHD 
experienced emotional and behavioral changes, such as 
increased anxiety, restlessness, and aggression.

Th ese studies indicate that youth with ADHD experi-
enced pronounced eff ects from the COVID-19 pandemic 
experience, underlining a need for timely interventions to 
mitigate these impacts and improve well-being. 

Pandemic-related problems and benefi ts
Th is study examined the challenges faced by adolescents 
and young adults with ADHD in the United States during 
the pandemic. One hundred and thirty-four adolescents 
and young adults with ADHD between the ages of 13-22 
participated in this study, conducted between April and 
June 2020. 

Th e parents and teens or young adults listed the three 
top problems they were experiencing and rated the 
severity of these problems immediately before the 
pandemic and currently during the pandemic. Th ey also 
listed the three top benefi ts of lifestyle changes during the 
pandemic, and rated the impact of the benefi t on ADHD.

Parents most commonly reported the three top problems 
of their off spring as motivation challenges, social isolation, 
and issues with remote learning. Adolescents and young 
adults reported their main problems to be social isolation, 
boredom, and challenges with remote learning 
engagement. Th ese diffi  culties were rated as more severe 
during COVID-19 compared to prior to the pandemic.

In terms of benefi ts of the pandemic, parents reported 
more time spent with family, more time to complete 
schoolwork, and lower anxiety. Adolescents and young 
adults reported that they had more unstructured time for 
relaxation, more family time, and more time for 
schoolwork. Th ese benefi ts were noted to have negligible 
impacts on ADHD severity.

In the fi rst few months of the pandemic, parents and 
adolescents or young adults with ADHD did not endorse 
high levels of serious substance use, school dropout, legal 
problems, or major depression, although the problems 
noted above that they did indicate are risk factors that need 
attention. Given these results, clinical recommendations 
include monitoring for symptoms of depression among 
adolescents and young adults, treatment to increase 
academic motivation and engagement, and increasing 
opportunities for peer engagement in the pandemic 
context, such as through virtual peer interactions.
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Distance learning challenges
Th is study examined the academic and emotional challenges of stu-
dents with ADHD in Italy during the fi rst wave of COVID-19. Two 
hundred and seventy-six mothers of students aged 6 to 15 (92 moth-
ers of children with ADHD, and 184 mothers of children without 
ADHD) completed questionnaires examining organization of re-
mote learning, child behaviors and attitudes related to remote learn-
ing, and parental diffi  culties and perspectives on remote learning.

For students both with and without ADHD, remote learning 
was reported by their mothers as requiring greater child eff ort, 
involving instability in routine, and being disorganized. As well, 
most children with and without ADHD demonstrated behavioral 
and emotional symptoms, such as anxiety, restlessness, and 
aggressiveness. Compared to students without ADHD but with 
learning disorders, those with ADHD were more likely to receive 
changes in academic expectations in their remote learning, such 
as being exempted from lessons or completing fewer tasks. 
Students with ADHD also showed more diffi  culties with 
attention span than students without ADHD, as well as less 
independence and lower commitment to remote learning.

In addition, mothers of students with ADHD reported that 
remote learning was insuffi  cient and they experienced more 
challenges in managing their roles as remote learning teachers for 
their off spring, parents, and employees. Th ese mothers were also 
less likely to have outside support from relatives and family 
friends compared to mothers of students without ADHD. 

Overall, these fi ndings indicate that mothers and children in 
general have experienced adverse eff ects due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, with particular challenges for mothers and children with 
ADHD. Research on the consequences of remote learning during 
the pandemic is important to developing interventions to better 
support the needs of children and parents during this critical time. 
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