Understanding ADHD
and Dopamine: How
to Build a Dopamine

Menu

The ADHD-
Dopamine
Connection

Dopamine is a chemical
in the brain that plays a
key role in motivation,
pleasure, and focus. For
ADHD people, dopamine
levels are naturally lower,
which makes it harder to
stay motivated or
engaged without external
stimulation. This is why
ADHD brains often seek
quick, stimulating
activities, like scrolling
through social media or
gaming.

Finding Better
Solutions

While these activities
provide a fast dopamine
boost, they often don't
leave us feeling satisfied.
Instead, they can lead to
frustration or exhaustion
as the cycle repeats. To
manage this more
effectively, experts
suggest creating a
Dopamine Menu: a
simple, personalized
guide to activities that
can help you recharge in
healthy, intentional ways.




How the ADHD Brain Works

The ADHD Brain and Dopamine The ADHD brain craves
stimulation. When dopamine levels dip, it becomes
difficult to focus, stay motivated, or even start tasks. The
brain instinctively seeks ways to fill this gap, often by
gravitating toward quick, high-reward behaviors like
binge-watching TV, playing games, or endlessly scrolling
social media.

However, these quick fixes can feel like "pouring water
into a bucket with a hole in it." The reward doesn't last,
leaving the brain depleted and searching for more
stimulation. A dopamine menu offers an alternative by
providing a pre-planned list of activities that offer
healthier, more sustainable ways to boost dopamine.

Understanding the
Dopamine Menu

What Is a Dopamine Menu? A dopamine menu is a
thoughtfully curated list of activities that can help satisfy
the ADHD brain's need for stimulation. Think of it as a
restaurant menu: you can choose from a variety of
options depending on your mood, energy level, or time
available.

What It's Not It's not a list of chores or to-dos. It's not
meant to replace medication or therapy. It's not a quick
fix for deeper challenges like burnout or depression.
Instead, a dopamine menu is a supportive tool to help
you make better choices during those low-energy or
low-motivation moments.
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Creating Your Personal Dopamine Menu

Step 1: Create Your Menu Categories

Organize your menu into sections that reflect the time and energy required for each activity. For
example:

* Quick Hits (Appetizers): Short activities that provide an immediate mood lift.
 Engaging Activities (Entrées): Longer, more rewarding tasks that energize you.
 Enhancements (Sides): Ways to make routine tasks more enjoyable.

* Occasional Treats (Desserts): Activities to use sparingly that still bring dopamine.

* Big Rewards (Specials): Rare or planned experiences that require preparation but are deeply
fulfilling.



Flourish
'} .

vachng o women with

2. Brainstorm activities that make you feel good without regret.

For example:

Quick Hits (Appetizers)

Doing a quick stretch, listening to a
favorite song, hugging a pet, or
enjoying a warm drink.

Enhancements (Sides)

Listening to a podcast while folding
laundry, using a fidget tool during
work, or turning chores into a timed
challenge.

Big Rewards (Specials)

Attending a concert, going on a
weekend trip, or visiting a favorite
restaurant.

Engaging Activities (Entrées)

Journaling, playing an instrument,
cooking a new recipe, or going for a
brisk walk.

Occasional Treats (Desserts)

Watching TV, texting, or scrolling
social media (in moderation).



Step 3: Setting Up for Success

Make Healthy Choices Easier

Prepare your environment to encourage healthier habits. For example:

e Keep your guitar or sketchbook in a visible, accessible spot.
e Organize workout gear where it's easy to grab.

e Preload playlists or podcasts you enjoy.

At the same time, make less healthy options harder to access. For instance:

e Place your phone charger across the room.

e Delete or hide time-wasting apps.

e Require an extra step before indulging, like rolling a die to decide which activity you'll do.
STEP 4: Make It Fun and Accessible

Your dopamine menu should be easy to use and enjoyable. Write it on a colorful board, decorate it

with drawings, or create a digital version for your phone or tablet. The goal is to make it visually
appealing and readily available when you need it.




Examples of Dopamine Menu ltems

Quick Hits (Appetizers)

Doing 10 jumping jacks.
Drinking a favorite tea or
coffee. Listening to a high-
energy song. Taking a few
deep breaths by an open
window.

Occasional Treats
(Desserts)

Watching a favorite TV show.
Playing a video game (set a
time limit). Browsing social
media intentionally.

Engaging Activities
(Entrées)

Playing a game with friends.
Going on a nature walk.
Working on a puzzle or
creative hobby. Trying a new
recipe or crafting project.

Big Rewards (Specials)

Attending a live concert or
event. Planning a day trip or

vacation. Treating yourself to a

massage or spa day.

Enhancements (Sides)

Turning on white noise or
upbeat music while cleaning.
Listening to an audiobook
during your commute. Using a
timer to race yourself while
doing chores.



Final Thoughts

Making Your Menu Work

If you feel stuck when deciding, use a random choice generator or roll a die to let chance pick for
you. If nothing on the menu appeals, it might be time to talk to a mental health professional about
deeper challenges like burnout or depression.

Conclusion: A Healthy Approach to Stimulation

ADHD brains are unigue and thrive on stimulation. A dopamine menu helps channel that need for
stimulation into positive, sustainable activities that enrich your life. By planning ahead, reducing
barriers to healthy habits, and making your menu accessible, you can better navigate low-dopamine
moments and support your overall well-being.




