
Is Adult ADHD  
Related to Sleep Challenges?

A RE ADULTS WITH ADHD more likely to have dif-
ficulties with sleep, and in what ways? This re-
search brief examines two studies that investi-

gated the associations between sleep disturbances and 
adult ADHD.

The first study found that sleep problems were more 
severe and greater in frequency among adults with 
ADHD compared to adults without ADHD who had oth-
er psychological disorders. These results demonstrate that 
sleep disturbances may be uniquely associated with 
ADHD among adults, and that adult ADHD was related 
to greater severity of sleep problems. The second study 
reviewed multiple studies on sleep, and showed that 
adults with ADHD had lower sleep quality, longer sleep 
onset latency, more night awakenings, more sleep prob-
lems, less sleep efficiency, more psychosomatic symptoms 
during sleep, and more daytime sleepiness. 

Overall, these studies indicate that adults with ADHD 
have greater sleep difficulties compared to adults without 

ADHD. Sleep is therefore likely to be an area in need of 
intervention in treatments for ADHD. 

Prevalence and severity of sleep disorders
This study explored the prevalence of sleep disorders and 
their severity in adults with and without ADHD in Italy. 
These individuals were involved in outpatient services at a 
hospital. Their diagnoses were evaluated using clinical 
interviews, and they also completed several questionnaires 
assessing areas such as sleep and ADHD symptoms.

Forty-four participants were in the ADHD group and 
590 were in the non-ADHD group. Across the entire sam-
ple, 82% of participants indicated having no or slight sleep 
problems, 16.7% indicated having a mild or moderate 
sleep disorder, and 1.3% reported having a severe sleep 
disorder. Adults with ADHD had more sleep disorders 
than adults without ADHD. Thirty-four percent of adults 
with ADHD indicated having no or slight sleep problems, 
59.1% indicated having a mild or moderate sleep distur-
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bance, and 6.8% indicated having a severe sleep disorder. 
In addition to adults with ADHD having more sleep distur-

bances, they reported having more severe sleep problems than 
adults without ADHD. Greater severity of sleep problems was 
associated not only with having ADHD, but also with other co-
occurring psychological disorders as well as prior suicide at-
tempts. However, out of these predictors of sleep problems, 
ADHD was the most salient one.

Therefore, there appears to be a high prevalence and severity of 
sleep disorders in adults with ADHD, compared to outpatient 
adults who do not have ADHD but have other psychological dis-
orders. This result is important given that individuals with other 
psychological disorders show more sleep problems than those 
without such disorders. Overall, these findings demonstrate that 
sleep disturbances are uniquely associated with ADHD rather 
than due to other psychological disorders.
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Measuring sleep difficulties 
This meta-analysis reviewed studies of sleep and adult ADHD 
using subjective and objective measurements of sleep difficulties. 
Studies comparing adults with ADHD to adults without ADHD 
were among the 13 studies included in the review. 

The findings showed that adults with ADHD had a longer sleep 
onset latency, more night awakenings, more sleep problems, low-
er sleep quality, more psychosomatic symptoms during sleep, less 
sleep efficiency, and more daytime sleepiness, compared to adults 
without ADHD. There was, however, no difference between 
adults with and without ADHD on the restorative value of sleep 
or sleep duration. Results of objective sleep measures also showed 
that adults with ADHD had more sleep onset latency and worse 
sleep efficiency compared to adults without ADHD. The samples 
of studies included in this meta-analysis varied in terms of co-
occurring psychological disorders as well as medication status. 

All in all, this review indicates that adults with ADHD report 
more sleep disturbances in a number of areas compared to adults 
without ADHD, and also show some differences in sleep difficul-
ties using more objective measurements.
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