
ADHD & AUTISM

In the early 1980s, researchers first linked ADHD 
to essential fatty acid deficiency. Recent years have seen 
an unprecedented rise in autism and attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).  Since our nerves and brain 
are composed mainly of fats, poor omega 3 fatty acid 
status can alter neurotransmitter function and inhibit brain 
performance on many levels.  This deficiency has a greater 
impact on males because their requirements for essential 
fatty acids are , in general, much higher – one reason why 
autism occurs more frequently in boys.1164,1168

Brain and nerve growth throughout childhood is 
extraordinarily rapid. The need for omega 3 fatty acids 
remains critical all the way through adolescence and into 
adulthood. Our brains can actually create nerve pathways 
in response to new experiences and learning environments.  
Called “neuronal plasticity,” this phenomena is crucial 
for long-term memory and learning and proper levels of 
the omega 3 fatty acid, DHA (docosahexaenoic acid) are 
needed for this to occur.1151

The ratio of omega 6 fatty acids, which differ in structure 
and function, to omega 3 fatty acids also affects neuronal 
plasticity. Scientists now agree that the ratio of omega 6 
fats to omega 3 fats is as important as the actual levels, 
especially in autism and ADHD.  A lower ratio is better and 
when this ratio is improved, symptoms of autism and ADHD 
often improve.1155,1159

One Oxford University study demonstrated that fatty acid 
supplements given to children for 3 months who struggled 
with ADHD resulted in improvements in reading, spelling 
and behavior, which were not seen in a placebo group.  
When the placebo group in this study were given the same 
supplementation of essential fatty acids as a second part of 
this trial, the same improvements were eventually seen.1117

Differences in the fatty acid levels between people with 
ADHD and those without it are not wholly explained by 
differences in intake of either supplements or fatty acid-rich 
foods. This suggests that people with autism or ADHD are 
perhaps genetically predisposed to fatty acid deficiencies, 
and therefore metabolize fatty acids differently from normal 
controls.  Children with low scores on behavioral assessment 
tests consistently have lower omega 3 fatty acids levels, and 
when supplemented with fish oils, the symptoms of ADHD 
in these children such as hyperactivity, impulsiveness, and 
inability to pay attention – dramatically improve.1115,1125
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