
[H1] ADHD Self-Medication: What It Is, Why It Happens, 

and How to Stop 
If you've ever found yourself relying on alcohol to wind down, caffeine to get through the day, 

or food, screens, or work to drown out the noise in your head, you may already know how to 

self-medicate for ADHD without ever having called it that. Many adults do it for years before 

anyone puts a name to it.  

This article explains what's actually happening, why it's so hard to stop, and what helps. 

Disclaimer: The information in this article is for general guidance only and does not constitute 

medical advice. Always consult a qualified clinician about your own or your child's health and do 

not make changes to treatment based solely on what you read here. 

Key Takeaways 

●​ ADHD self-medication happens when a person uses substances or behaviours to 

manage ADHD symptoms without clinical support 

●​ It starts with the ADHD brain's dopamine deficit, which makes relief from substances 

feel disproportionately effective 

●​ Common forms include alcohol, cannabis, caffeine, sugar, overworking, and 

compulsive screen use 

●​ Self-medication often makes symptoms worse over time, not better 

●​ The most effective way to stop is to address the underlying ADHD through proper 

assessment and treatment 

[H2] What Is ADHD Self-Medication? 

ADHD self-medication means using substances or behaviours to manage ADHD symptoms 

without medical supervision. It's not always deliberate. Most people who do it don't realise 

that's what they're doing, at least not at first. 

It often starts in adolescence or early adulthood. Someone discovers that a few drinks quiet the 

internal noise, or that caffeine helps them focus, or that working late into the night is the only 

time they feel in control.  

The relief feels real, because it is. The problem is what comes next. 



[H2] Why People with ADHD Self-Medicate: The Dopamine Connection 

To understand ADHD self-medication, you need to understand what ADHD actually does to the 

brain. ADHD affects the dopamine system, which is the brain's reward and motivation network. 

Dopamine is the chemical that helps you feel motivated, focused, and satisfied. In the ADHD 

brain, dopamine regulation is disrupted, which means the brain is constantly seeking ways to 

get more of it.¹ 

Alcohol, cannabis, sugar, nicotine, and many other substances all trigger dopamine release. So 

does risk-taking, intense work, arguments, and compulsive screen use. For someone with an 

underactive dopamine system, the relief these things provide can feel almost medicinal. That's 

because neurologically, it is. The brain is correcting a deficit, just in a way that creates problems 

of its own. 

This is why asking someone with undiagnosed ADHD to simply stop is rarely effective. The 

behaviour is filling a real neurological gap. 

[H2] How to Self-Medicate ADHD: The Forms It Takes 

Knowing how to self-medicate ADHD without realising it is more common than most people 

think. It doesn't always look like addiction. It can be quiet, socially acceptable, and easy to 

rationalise. 

[H3] 1. Alcohol 

Alcohol is one of the most common forms of ADHD self-medication in adults. It temporarily 

reduces internal restlessness, quiets social anxiety, and can create a sense of calm that the 

ADHD brain rarely finds on its own. Research shows that ADHD is five to ten times more 

prevalent among adult alcoholics than in the general population.² Many people don't connect 

that pattern to ADHD at all. They just know that a drink or two makes things feel more 

manageable. 

[H3] 2. Cannabis 

Cannabis is frequently used to slow down racing thoughts and reduce overstimulation. In the 

short term, it can feel regulating. Over time, however, regular cannabis use is associated with 

worsening attention, reduced motivation, and increased emotional blunting, all of which make 

ADHD harder to manage, not easier.² 

[H3] 3. Caffeine 

Caffeine is perhaps the most overlooked form of self-medicating ADHD. Because it's legal, 

socially normal, and mildly effective, many adults with ADHD consume it in large quantities 

without questioning why. Research suggests caffeine can temporarily improve focus by 



increasing dopamine activity, though the effect is modest compared to prescribed medication 

and comes with diminishing returns over time.³ 

[H3] 4. Sugar, food, and eating patterns 

The dopamine hit from sugar is fast and reliable. Many adults with ADHD report strong cravings 

for high-sugar or high-fat foods, particularly when they're struggling to concentrate or regulate 

their mood. Binge eating, emotional eating, and chaotic eating patterns are all common forms 

of ADHD self-medication that are rarely discussed. 

[H3] 5. Overworking and hyperfocus 

Not all self-medication involves substances. Throwing yourself into work, staying late, taking on 

more projects than you can manage, and using the pressure of deadlines to force focus are all 

ways adults with ADHD self-medicate with adrenaline. It works, until it doesn't. Burnout, 

exhaustion, and emotional collapse often follow. 

[H3] 6. Screens and compulsive behaviours 

Endless scrolling, gaming, online shopping, and other high-stimulation activities provide fast 

dopamine hits that temporarily satisfy the ADHD brain's need for stimulation. These behaviours 

are increasingly recognised as a form of self-medicating ADHD, particularly in adults who don't 

have access to diagnosis or treatment. 

If overworking and exhaustion feel familiar, our article on ADHD and burnout explains why 

people with ADHD hit the wall harder than most, and what recovery actually looks like. 

[H2] The Cycle That Makes It So Hard to Stop 

Self-medicating ADHD feels like a solution but functions more like a loop. The substance or 

behaviour provides temporary relief. That relief reinforces the habit. But over time the same 

substance worsens the very symptoms it was meant to treat. 

Alcohol disrupts sleep, which worsens attention and emotional regulation the next day. 

Cannabis reduces motivation and increases brain fog. Caffeine raises anxiety and disrupts sleep. 

Sugar causes energy crashes. Overwork leads to burnout. And through all of it, the underlying 

ADHD remains unaddressed and often gets harder to manage. 

There's also the shame cycle. Many adults with ADHD already carry years of self-blame for 

struggling. When self-medication becomes a problem in itself, that shame compounds. The 

pattern becomes harder to see clearly and harder to talk about. 

https://adhdcertify.co.uk/adhd-burnout/


[H2] How to Stop Self-Medicating ADHD 

The honest answer is that willpower alone rarely works. Knowing how to stop self-medicating 

ADHD starts with understanding that you're dealing with a brain that has been trying to manage 

a real neurological deficit without the right tools. 

Get a formal assessment. This is the most important step. When ADHD is properly identified 

and treated, the neurological need that drives self-medication is directly addressed.  

Be honest with a clinician about what you're using. Many people are embarrassed to disclose 

substance use to a doctor. But a clinician assessing ADHD needs to know the full picture. 

Self-medication patterns are clinically relevant and will not automatically disqualify you from 

treatment. 

Consider CBT alongside treatment. Cognitive behavioural therapy, which is a practical talking 

therapy focused on changing thought patterns and behaviours, has good evidence for adults 

with ADHD. It helps address the habits that have built up around self-medication and builds 

healthier coping strategies over time.⁵ 

Address one thing at a time. Trying to stop everything at once while managing undiagnosed 

ADHD is very hard. A structured approach, ideally with clinical support, is far more sustainable 

than cold turkey. 

If you haven't yet received a formal diagnosis and suspect that ADHD is behind patterns you've 

been struggling to explain, our adult ADHD assessment provides a detailed clinical report 

covering how ADHD affects your daily functioning. That report is far more useful than a brief GP 

letter when accessing support, and understanding what's driving the behaviour is the first real 

step to addressing it. 

[H2] Frequently Asked Questions 

[H3] Is self-medicating ADHD the same as addiction? 

Not always, but the line can blur over time. Self-medication starts as an attempt to manage 

symptoms. If the behaviour or substance becomes compulsive and difficult to stop despite 

negative consequences, it has moved into problematic territory. The key difference is intent, but 

intent doesn't protect against dependency. 

[H3] Can caffeine actually help with ADHD? 

In small amounts, caffeine can temporarily improve focus in some people with ADHD by 

increasing dopamine activity. But the effect is modest, inconsistent, and comes with side effects 

https://adhdcertify.co.uk/adult-adhd-assessment/


including increased anxiety and disrupted sleep. It is not a substitute for proper ADHD 

treatment and can worsen some symptoms if overused. 

[H3] Why do so many adults with ADHD drink too much? 

Alcohol temporarily quiets the restlessness and internal noise of ADHD. It reduces social anxiety 

and can make situations feel more manageable. For adults who don't know they have ADHD, it's 

often the most accessible thing that provides relief. The problem is it worsens symptoms the 

following day and increases the neurological vulnerability to dependency that ADHD already 

creates. 

[H3] Can treating ADHD reduce self-medication? 

Yes, and the evidence is clear on this. When ADHD is properly treated, the neurological drive 

behind self-medication is directly addressed. People who receive appropriate ADHD treatment 

are significantly less likely to develop or maintain problematic substance use patterns than 

those who go untreated.⁴ 

[H3] How do I know if I'm self-medicating ADHD or just have a drinking or eating 

problem? 

The distinction matters, but both need attention. Ask yourself whether the behaviour is worse 

when your ADHD symptoms are at their peak, and whether it feels like a way of coping rather 

than a choice. If ADHD is driving the pattern, addressing the ADHD is part of treating the 

behaviour. A formal assessment can help clarify what's actually going on. 

[H3] What should I tell my doctor if I think I'm self-medicating ADHD? 

Be as honest as you can about what you're using, how often, and what it does for you. This 

information helps the clinician understand the full picture. You won't be judged, and in most 

cases it strengthens the case for assessment rather than weakening it. Patterns of 

self-medication are a recognised feature of undiagnosed ADHD. 
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