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ARE YOU OFTEN EXHAUSTED? WORN OUT? OVERWHELMED? 
  
People with ADHD have to burn a lot of cognitive fuel to travel smoothly 
through life. Each activity, from routine daily tasks to long-term projects, 
requires us to determine the task’s destination, or goal, plan the best route, 
pack the stuff we’ll need, and get started on the right road. We must 
regulate our speed and arrive on time, all while handling frustrations and 
detours along the way. But ADHD makes it harder to plan, manage time, 
guide our actions and responses, make decisions about which way to turn, 
and control emotions. Sometimes, folks with ADHD get distracted and can 
even forget where they were headed in the first place. 

Introduction 

“You have got to 
refuel that tank, 
and that tank 
has a very 
limited 
capacity.”
 

~Russell Barkley 
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In his books, factsheets, and lectures, Dr. Russell Barkley, internationally 
recognized authority on ADHD and clinical professor of psychiatry, describes 
effective ways to treat ADHD. He talks about re-fueling the cognitive tank as 
one of the main treatments for ADHD. He explains that the energy that is 
consumed by our brains is a limited resource and needs to be replenished for 
us to keep moving. 
  
People with ADHD have smaller gas tanks and burn more fuel to get through 
the activities of their lives. Often, by the end of the day (or even the morning) 
they are running on empty. 
  
But how can we make sure our brains are running at their optimum capacity? 
Most of my clients arrive to their coaching sessions in a state that would 
deplete anyone’s cognitive abilities: they have forgotten to eat or eaten too 
much, are often sleep deprived, can’t seem to take a breath, and haven’t 
moved for hours, much less exercised. A good place to start for these clients is 
to pay attention to their bodies so they can optimize the way their brains 
function. In this eBook, I will explore how you can fill your tank with eating, 
sleep, breathing or mindfulness, and exercise.  
  
In my practice, I simply call this: 

Eat
Sleep

Breathe
Move
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FILL YOUR TANK WITH EATING 
  
Regular, healthy eating requires planning and routine, two things that 
persons with ADHD are typically not drawn to. Consider meal planning, 
grocery shopping, organizing cabinets and the refrigerator, meal 
preparation, and cleaning up. And, you have to eat every single day – 
optimally three or more times every day. Many folks with ADHD find this 
prospect utterly boring or completely overwhelming. They skip making 
food decisions in advance, and therefore end up starving with no good 
choices. Some forget to eat because they are busy focusing on 
something else, or forgo eating because they don’t have the time. Many 
overeat because a lack of planning has led them to binge, or because 
their medication causes loss of appetite and they are only finally hungry 
at the end of the day. 
  

Eat
Chapter 1 
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Current research reviews show that special diets might not be the answer 
to your ADHD. Eliminating carbs, sugar, or even gluten from your diet 
does not cure ADHD. However, people with ADHD tend to have more 
food sensitivities, so it might not hurt to look out for those. The same 
goes for vitamins. You don’t need to take them unless your blood test 
shows a specific deficiency. The only exception is Omega-3 fatty acids, 
which have been shown to help improve cognitive function in those with 
ADHD. Important: Omegas can thin your blood, so please talk to your 
doctor before taking. 
  
Most likely, there is a lot to yet discover about how food affects our 
brains. For now, what we know or sure is that your brain’s cognitive 
engine requires a lot of food-based fuel to perform well, so regular, 
healthy eating will help your brain function at its best.  
 
 
 
HOW TO GET MORE REGULAR, HEALTHY EATING 
  
Use As-If Planning. 
  
Plan to eat breakfast every day. Many people with ADHD feel rushed in 
the morning and don’t eat breakfast. As if you were going to eat breakfast 
every morning, what easy breakfast choices would you like to have on 
hand? Many people find it easiest to have only 2 or 3 breakfast options to 
choose from so they do not have to waste cognitive fuel in the morning 
trying to figure out breakfast.  
  
Design a weekly ritual. 
  
In the same way you planned breakfasts, plan out your lunch options. Set 
aside time each week to plan what’s for dinner for at least four evenings. 
And, as if you loved to make lists, make a grocery list for the week. 
Figure out the best time for you to shop, but please do not step into that 
store without your list!  
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Stay Motivated. 
  
Quiet your critical inner voice (“There is no way I will…”) by making 
planning, shopping, and prepping food as easy as possible, trying to 
make it fun, and making it a group activity. Create a grocery list of things 
you typically buy each week and post it on the fridge so you can circle 
items to buy or add to as you go. Attach shopping to a fun activity, like 
visiting a nearby park beforehand. Involve other household members in 
the weekly ritual to help keep the habit going.  
 
Develop Autopilot. 
  
Go through your weekly meal planning and grocery shopping ritual in the 
same way, at the same time, each week as if you were on autopilot. This 
will help to conserve precious cognitive fuel for more interesting decisions 
and more challenging problems. Making most of your food choices in 
advance will free up brain resources for more worthy activities.  
 
Eat your meals at about the same time each day. Using external cues 
can help. You might set out your breakfast so that you can’t walk out of 
the house without noticing it in the morning. Schedule a repeating alarm 
if you need reminders to eat. Or, ask your co-workers to stop by when 
they are headed to lunch.  
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Build a Pyramid of Tactics. 
  
As you develop the routine of healthy, regular eating, you might find 
some obstacles are getting in your way and disrupting your healthy habit. 
Build a pyramid of tactics, one on top of the other, until you have crushed 
every ADHD obstacle. For example, if you planned to eat breakfast every 
morning, but find that you only did so three days this week, take a 
moment to discover what is getting in your way. Maybe one of the options 
you choose for breakfast takes longer than you thought it would. Try 
eliminating or replacing that option with a quicker one. If you are simply 
forgetting, continue to add in alarms, notes, pictures - any kind of 
external reminder - to your arsenal of tactics until healthy eating becomes 
more automatic. 
  
Sometimes, cutting down your expectations so that you can succeed is a 
terrific tactic. If planning out three meals each day feels like too much, 
start by planning out one meal per day. It will help to create the healthy 
eating habit.  
  
Sometimes, delegation is a fabulous tactic. If you find that meal planning, 
shopping, prep and clean up is just plain too taxing, consider a meal 
delivery service.  
 
Make micro-changes if your plan isn’t working, if you get bored, or if you 
get distracted. A micro-change is the smallest possible adjustment you 
can make to your plan to help it to work a little better or feel new again. 
What is one tiny change you can make to your eating habits? 
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HELPFUL EATING TIPS 
 
 
•  Talk to your doctor about prescribing an Omega-3 fatty 

acid supplement. 

•  Eat a breakfast that includes protein every day. 

•  Use a calorie counting app to track your eating habits. 

•  Avoid eating late at night, as this will shift your routine out 
of whack. 

•  Make sure you eat at least three times per day or more.  

•  Having healthy snacks in between meals will help fuel your 
brain. 

•  Pay attention to eating while you are doing it so that you 
can avoid binging or overeating. 

•  Have one or two “go to” meals on hand in case you did not 
have time to plan.  
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FILL YOUR TANK WITH SLEEP 
  
ADHD and sleep usually don’t mix very well. Folks with ADHD often 
either don’t sleep much at all, can’t get to bed on time, can’t get up on 
time, or wake up in the middle of the night. Many are night-oriented and 
begin new projects at 10:00 PM, or later. 
  
The relationship between one’s ADHD and one’s sleep is complicated. In 
his research review, clinical psychiatrist Allan Hvolby calls it a multi-
directional relationship and shows how treating ADHD might improve 
sleep, treating sleep might improve ADHD, and how an integrated 
approach (treating both) might be beneficial. 
  
It is clear that if you sleep better, your will have more fuel for your 
cognitive engine. 
  

Sleep
Chapter 2 
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HOW TO GET MORE SLEEP 
  
Use As-If Planning. 
  
Figure out your ideal bedtime. 
  
As if the world were perfect, what time would you go to bed each night so 
that you get enough sleep before you have to wake up in the morning? 
Set that time as your goal to be in bed. You should be able to answer the 
question: What time do you go to bed?  
  
Design a nighttime ritual. 
  
As if you were plotting a nightly timeline of tasks, figure out how much 
time it takes you to do your nighttime ritual from start to finish. Your 
timeline could include tasks like brushing your teeth, choosing your 
clothes, packing lunches, taking the dog out, having tea, meditating, etc. 
Count that amount of time backward from your bedtime goal, and make 
that time your goal to start getting ready for bed. 
 
Develop Autopilot. 
  
Go through your nighttime ritual, in the same way, at the same time each 
day as if you were on autopilot. Doing so removes the need to make 
decisions, which can easily derail well-laid plans. Set an alarm or 
reminder to alert you to begin getting ready for bed. You can go cold 
turkey by following your plan strictly starting now, or you can go to bed a 
little earlier each night until you get there. 
  
If you get distracted while trying to follow your nighttime routine, make big 
signs to hang on your wall or mirror to help you get back on track. (These 
don’t have to stay posted forever, just until your autopilot is fully 
engaged.) 
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If you catch yourself negotiating whether or not to follow your plan each 
night, make a deal with yourself to try it for one week. Tasks are easier to 
work towards when they are broken into smaller goals. If you meet your 
one-week goal deal, maybe you could reward yourself with breakfast with 
a friend, purchasing that new alarm clock or bedding you’ve been 
wanting, or jotting down how it feels to be in control of your sleep 
schedule. You can develop your own rewards, but keep in mind that 
rewards work best when they are immediate and related to the goal. 
  
Stay Motivated. 
  
Quiet your resistant-teenager inner voice (“I don’t have to…”) by enlisting 
other people to be accountable to. This might mean announcing your 
bedtime to your family, texting a smiley face to a friend when you hit the 
sack, or logging the number of times you met your goal each week and 
sharing your sleep log with your coach. 
  
Build a Pyramid of Tactics. 
  
As you are working toward getting more sleep you might find that you 
need additional planning and motivation. Build a pyramid of tactics, one 
on top of the other, until you have crushed every ADHD obstacle. For 
example, if you planned for a 10:00 PM bedtime, but aren’t getting into 
bed until 11:00 PM, search for what is getting in your way. Maybe your 
nighttime routine takes you longer than you thought it would. If so, create 
a tactic for that obstacle such as starting your routine earlier, cutting 
something out of your routine, or speeding it up. Sometimes tactics need 
tactics of their own. If one of your tactics is to start your bedtime routine 
earlier, you will need another tactic to help to remind you to do so, such 
as setting an alarm. In order to remember to set your alarm, you may 
need another tactic, such as leaving a note on the bathroom mirror. Build 
your pyramid of tactics until you have a system that will support your 
intention. 
  
Make micro-changes if your plan isn’t working, if you get bored, or if you 
get distracted. Rather than scrapping your plan altogether, look for ways 
to make small adjustments, so your plan works better for you. 
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HELPFUL SLEEP TIPS 

•  Make bedtimes and wake-times the same every day 
(including weekends and snow days). 

•  Really, really avoid screens for at least an hour before 
bedtime. 

•  Do not take naps. 

•  Avoid caffeine, especially after noon. 

•  Use your bed for sleep and sex only. Don’t play Candy 
Crush, work on your dissertation, or watch Late Night (in 
fact, take the TV out of the bedroom). 

•  Try full-spectrum light therapy in the mornings to help you 
become more of a morning person and elevate your mood. 
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FILL YOUR TANK WITH BREATHING OR MINDFULNESS 
  
In her book, Natural Relief for Adult ADHD, author, professor and 
research subinvestigator, Stephanie Moulton Sarkis describes 
mindfulness as an “ADHD-friendly form of meditation” and likens it to 
“meditating while you are doing things.” Mindfulness is simply the ability 
to be aware, fully present, and non-judgmental during the regular 
activities of your life. 
  
Meditation is a formal practice designed to help us increase our capacity 
for, or tendency toward, mindfulness. Meditation is most often done while 
sitting and focusing silently on our breath, words, or our senses, but can 
also be done with specific types of movement, like walking. 
  
  
  

Breathe
Chapter 3 
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I use the metaphor of physical fitness to describe mindful fitness – 
meditation is like going to the gym to work out your brain, making it 
stronger and more flexible, more mindful, and, ultimately giving you 
greater cognitive energy. 
  
According to Sarkis and many others, mindfulness is not only good for 
our physical health but addresses ADHD symptoms as well.  
 
Research into mindfulness as an adjunct treatment for ADHD shows 
these benefits: 
  

•  Increased attention control. 

•  More effective resistance against distractions. 

•  Increased ability to manage your thoughts and actions. 

•  Better working memory. 

•  Less impulsivity. 

•  Better stress management. 

•  Improved relationships and parenting. 

•  Improved mood, less depression and anxiety. 

•  Reduced behavioral problems. 

•  Better overall quality of life!  

Mindfulness puts fuel back in your brain’s tank and helps you to feel less 
ADHD. 
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HOW TO GET MORE MINDFULNESS 
  
Use As-If Planning. 
  
As if you could follow your plan without any issues or problems getting in 
your way, what would you want your mindful practice to look like? Ask 
yourself questions like: How frequently do you plan to practice formal 
meditation?, What is the best time of day for you to try?, Which guided 
mindfulness and meditation practices do you want to try first?, and How 
will you cue, or remind, yourself to do them? 
  
Develop Autopilot. 
  
Include in your plan all of the details you need to avoid making decisions 
when you start regular practice. (Making decisions burns a lot of brain 
fuel.) 
  
Do your mindfulness and meditation practices in the same way at the 
same time on the days you planned. This way you will experience what 
works well and what needs adjusting. 
  
Stay Motivated. 
  
Quiet that evil-negotiator inner voice (“I don’t have time to…”) by 
generating interest in your mindfulness practice. This might mean reading 
more articles on the benefits of mindfulness, joining a meditation class, 
logging/recording your practices, or rewarding yourself with an 
immediate, tangible reward for meditating (like lighting your favorite 
scented candle during meditation). 
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Build a Pyramid of Tactics. 
  
Check in with yourself to make sure all of your plans are working. Do 
your original tactics need tactics of their own to function better? Stack 
your tactics, one on top of the other, to build a pyramid of tactics that will 
hold you up when your ADHD lets you down. 
  
Make micro-changes if your plan isn’t working, if you get bored, or if you 
get distracted. Is there one small adjustment you can make to your plan 
to make it work better for you? 
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HELPFUL MINDFULNESS TIPS 

•  Start with short meditations. You will still get benefits from 
just a few minutes of meditating. 

•  Try walking and moving practices. 

•  Take mindfulness breaks throughout your day while doing 
regular activities by paying attention to your breath and the 
present moment. 

•  Don’t try to force your mind to be blank, simply notice 
thoughts at the moment and watch them pass through 
your mind. 

•  Don’t worry if you think you’re no good at meditating. The 
important word in mindfulness practice is practice. Just 
sitting and paying attention to your breath regularly will 
yield some benefit. 
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FILL YOUR TANK WITH EXERCISE 
  
Aerobic exercise increases beneficial brain chemicals, like dopamine, 
which is one of the chemicals that is a bit low with ADHD. Increased 
dopamine helps our brains focus and provides precious cognitive fuel. John 
Ratey, M.D., professor of psychiatry and co-author author of Spark: The 
Revolutionary New Science of Exercise and the Brain, even goes so far as 
to suggest that exercise could replace medication for some adults with 
ADHD. 
 

“for a very small handful of people with attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD ADD), [exercise] may actually be a replacement for 
stimulants, but, for most, it’s complementary — something they 
should absolutely do, along with taking meds, to help increase 
attention and improve mood.” 

~John Ratey 
 
  
  

Move
Chapter 4 
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Exercise also has the added benefit of increasing physical fitness, which 
in turn makes us healthier, more confident, and less depressed and 
anxious. 
  
  
HOW TO GET MORE EXERCISE 
  
Use As-If Planning. 
  
As if you were guaranteed to follow your plan without difficulty, design a 
program of getting more exercise in your life. Answer these questions: 
What kind of exercise do you enjoy? Where will you do it? How often? 
What time of day is best? Even though you are planning as if getting 
more exercise will be easy for you, make sure you do not set your 
expectations too high. Your as-if plan must be a step toward an ideal, 
rather than a leap. 
  
Designate an area in your home (basket, drawer, shelf, corner) to keep 
everything you could possibly need to get yourself exercising. 
  
Join a gym. Make sure it has the facilities and classes you need to do the 
exercises you like best and allows for variety. 
  
Pack a gym bag or two. Have one bag for a regular workout and another 
bag to grab if you plan to swim. 
  
Develop Autopilot. 
  
Do the same exercise routine in the same way on the same days – this 
helps to shut down in-the-moment negotiation and saves tons of 
cognitive fuel. To avoid boredom, make sure to include a variety of 
exercises in your plan, but keep to a consistent schedule. For example, 
on Mondays you could go swimming, Wednesdays attend a yoga class, 
and on Fridays go for a walk or a run. 
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Look at your schedule each night to see what the next day looks like and 
make sure you are hyper-prepared to exercise. The idea is to make it as 
easy as possible for you to start. Make sure you know what to do and 
when you’ll do it. Have all of your gear ready and set an alarm or 
reminder to stop what you are doing and get to the gym. 
  
Stay Motivated. 
  
Quiet your spoiled-child inner voice (“I don’t want to…”) by setting 
realistic fitness goals with target deadlines like signing up for a 5-K run or 
walk, or, if you are also trying to lose weight, signing up for a support 
group with weigh-ins. You could make a bet with a non-judgmental friend 
that you’ll go to the gym three times this week or pay him $10 or wash his 
car. Deadlines and challenges help to motivate because you create real 
consequences but in a manageable way. 
  
The easiest motivator for exercising is enlisting other people – get a gym 
buddy or hire a fitness trainer. 
  
Build a Pyramid of Tactics. 
  
Is your plan not working? Identify an obstacle that is getting in your way 
and build in more tactics to help. What if your gym bag is packed, you 
signed up for a class, you have every intention of going, and still find 
yourself at home surfing the web instead? Looks like you’ll need to build 
in more motivators or tactics, like asking a friend to join you, buying lunch 
for your partner each time you miss class, or scrapping that class and 
choosing a different one. 
  
Bored with your exercise plan? Is there one tiny adjustment you can 
make to your plan to make it work better for you? 
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HELPFUL EXERCISE TIPS 

•  Check with your doctor to help you design an exercise 
program that is safe and healthy for you. 

•  Prioritize aerobic exercise over other types of workouts, 
like lifting weights, if you are looking for cognitive benefits. 

•  Start simple: jump rope for a break at work, go for a short 
walk, or run up and down the stairs at home a couple of 
times! 

•  Set realistic expectations. Start with small goals: 20 
minutes on the elliptical three times per week will give your 
brain the fuel it needs. 

•  Learn to use a heart rate monitor and target your heart 
rate for aerobic benefits, without blowing your gasket. 

•  Enlist a friend or personal trainer to help you set aside 
time to exercise. 
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People with ADHD are often running on empty. There are many metaphors 
we can use to talk about this problem: low batteries, empty gas tank, all 
wrung out, like a limp noodle, weighed down. One of my clients with ADHD 
simply says, “My brain is done.” The point is that when you get tired and are 
running on empty, the problematic symptoms of ADHD become even more 
pronounced and harder to deal with. Activities that you thought would go 
quickly seem to take a lot longer, decisions that should be simple to make 
suddenly appear complex, small annoyances appear as huge impositions, 
and you either can’t seem to get started, or don’t know when to stop. In 
order to keep your ADHD symptoms as manageable as possible, you need 
to manage your energy. 
  
We have explored ways for you to fill your tank with the cognitive energy 
you need by eating healthy, getting more sleep, practicing mindfulness, and 
exercising often. That sure seems like a lot to focus on at once! So, it might 
help to look at how to get started filling your tank by pulling up to the pump. 

How to Refuel
Chapter 5 
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PULLING UP TO THE PUMP 
  
Gain the cognitive fuel you need by getting started in the right way – the way 
that is the most direct route between you and your goals, the way that will help 
you to create ongoing habits, and the way that is custom designed for your 
ADHD mind. 
  
  
ONE FUEL AT A TIME 
  
Even though you might be inspired to make a master grocery list, perfect your 
sleep routine, join the gym, and start your meditation practice today, you might 
want to take a deep breath and decide where to start. When you are ready to 
pull up to the pump to fill your tank, decide which one of these four habits you 
need the most right now. Maybe you are already meditating semi-regularly and 
are fairly active, but your sleep is a mess. Start there. Maybe you are getting 
enough sleep and moments of mindfulness, but realize that you don’t really 
exercise at all. Maybe you realize that your workday crashes early because 
you forget to eat. If so, start there. 
  
If the which-do-I-need-the-most-now method of getting started does not work 
for you, then you could begin with the fill your tank habit that seems like the 
easiest or most fun for you today. That’s a good way to start too. 
  
One of the often-cited characteristics of ADHD is black and white thinking, 
meaning no gray area. It’s either on or off, good or bad, perfect or nothing 
(check out my blog post about black and white thinking to learn more). This is 
not always the right mindset for creating a new habit. Start with making 
incremental improvements in one area until it becomes easier, more natural, 
and more of a habit. Then focus on the next. 
  
I can hear some of you saying, “But I need to work on them all now because all 
four are a mess!” Then I would start with sleep. You can choose whichever 
habit you want, but it is hard to be mindful and exercise if you are stumbling 
around sleep deprived. 
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One cool thing about starting with sleep is that you can throw in some 
mindfulness to help. Try guided mindfulness practices designed to help you 
settle down before bed as part of your nighttime routine. Work on that for a 
while, then add the other energy-giving cognitive fuels. 
 
GET SERIOUS ABOUT REWARDS 
  
Rewards are serious business for the ADHD brain. Recent studies using brain 
imaging have shown adults with ADHD might be less neurologically sensitive to 
the pleasure that comes from getting a reward. This suggests that folks with 
ADHD might find it more difficult to be motivated by a reward, especially one 
that is in the distant future, because rewards aren’t as rewarding for them. It 
helps if the reward is tied more closely to the action being rewarded. So, get 
serious about creating intentional, specific, and immediate or near-term 
rewards for actions towards your goals. 
  
To make a change in your life that sticks, you have to do something over and 
over until it becomes automatic, and reward yourself over and over too! 
Neuroscience tells us that rewards need to be specified and deliberate. So, 
plan out how you will reward yourself for filling your tank with cognitive fuel. 
  
  
PLAN ON RESTARTING 
  
Because habits are hard to create and tend not to stick around as easily for 
people with ADHD, you might find your good, tank-filling habit becomes less 
frequent and less habitual over time. That’s okay. The important thing to keep 
in mind is that you can always start again. Re-read this eBook, contact that 
gym buddy you haven’t seen in a while, reset your get-ready-for-bed alarm, 
and try a couple of new guided mindfulness practices (or a couple of old 
favorites). Revamp your own reward system. Become tuned in to which tactics 
are your go-to tactics and when you need to use them the most. Like 
everything else, you will get better at filling your tank the more you practice 
intentionally giving yourself the energy you need to manage your ADHD well. 
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