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ADHD and Sensory Processing Disorder
Did you know as many as two-thirds of people with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) have a
coexisting disorder?
There is a 20% to 40% chance that someone with ADHD has a coexisting disorder like depression, anxiety, or
bipolar. However, most people don’t know about a lesser-known disorder people with ADHD sometimes have
called sensory processing disorder (SPD).
The goal of this article is to inform you about SPD. After reading this article, you should have all the information
you need to make an informed decision on what to do next.

What Is Sensory Processing Disorder?
SPD was once called sensory integration dysfunction (SID). The name changed because SID used to get
confused with Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS).
According to a new national study of children ages 2 to 21, up to 40% of ADHD children also have SPD.
Like the name says, people with SPD incorrectly process sensory stimuli. Stimuli is perceived through one of the
five senses:
Sight
Hearing
Smell
Taste
Touch
Even if you don’t have SPD or ADHD, you can incorrectly process information from your five senses, leading to
stress or irregular behavior.
Those with SPD have perfectly functioning senses. Disconnects in the human brain trigger the symptoms of SPD,
not the actual senses themselves.
Depending on what type of SPD someone has, they could be over or under processing sensory stimuli.

The Three Subtypes of SPD

1. Sensory Over-Response – Responds too intensely, too soon, or for too long to sensory stimuli that most
people find manageable.
2. Sensory Under-Responsive – More likely to be unaware of sensory stimuli or delay too long before
responding to it. Responses seem too quiet or mundane in comparison to most people.
3. Sensory Craving – Craves sensory stimulation. Getting the stimulation triggers a “sensory traffic jam”
causing disorganization. Furthermore, their craving for stimulation is never satisfied.
As for SPD symptoms, they often occur due to:
Too much noise/not hearing noise
Smelling too much or too little
Feeling touches too intensely, or not feeling touches at all

What Are the Symptoms of Sensory Process Disorder?
A child with SPD might play at school but may run away from everyone on the playground because he is
scared of being touched.
A woman with SPD might ride the city bus and struggle to keep from crying because she can’t keep the
noise from other bus riders out of her ears.
A man might be unable to do his job well because noise distracts him.
Someone with SPD might not put their clothes on simply because they don’t like the way the clothes
smell.
As you can see, these symptoms are not easy to hide. But the problem is there are several different possible
causes. This makes it difficult for SPD to be identified as the real cause.
In particular, SPD symptoms can appear similar to ADHD symptoms. That’s why children with SPD are
sometimes misdiagnosed with ADHD.
While ADHD symptoms can sometimes be the same as SPD symptoms, they are not the same. Furthermore,
SPD is not a symptom of ADHD.
In cases where ADHD and SPD cause the same symptoms, the root cause is always going to be different.
Like ADHD, hereditary genetics and environmental factors are thought to be the cause of SPD. The exact role of
both factors in the development of SPD is unknown.

How to Cope with ADHD and Sensory Processing Disorder
If you have a loved one with ADHD and SPD, being around them can be very stressful. Try to remember it’s not
your fault. It’s also not their fault they have SPD.
Unfortunately, SPD is not widely accepted as a diagnosis in the medical community. This can make it challenging
to find someone who can treat SPD. Your insurance company may or may not pay for SPD treatment.
The good news is if you or your loved one has SPD, there are treatment options.
Treating SPD with Occupational Therapy
The goal of occupational therapy is to improve a child’s response to sensory stimuli. It does this in a fun yet
productive way.
The best thing about occupational therapy is that the child views it as play-time, so there are no complaints from
them. For adults and adolescents, occupational therapy might involve video games specially designed for the
treatment of SPD.

Other SPD Treatment Options
Because SPD symptoms can present in many different ways, treatment will often depend on the signs and type of
SPD a person has.
If SPD is causing speech problems, speech or language therapy might be the best treatment.
If a child is having mood or anxiety troubles, psychotherapy might be best. In psychotherapy, a therapist
uses conversation as a tool to help patients have breakthroughs.
If an infant or child refuses to eat, feeding therapy can teach them how to eat without the taste of food
overwhelming them.
If SPD is causing symptoms as a result of loud noise, listening therapy is an option. It involves listening to
stimulating noises while performing physical activity.
It’s recommended you have a “calming zone” for when someone with SPD needs to calm down. A calming zone
is a designated quiet room free of clutter and anything that generates sensory stimuli.
It’s meant to be a safe place for someone with SPD to take refuge in, not a “time out” room.
If you think you or someone you know has SPD, it’s recommended you see an occupational therapist to receive a
diagnosis. A regular doctor usually won’t be able to diagnose SPD and will refer you to an occupational therapist.
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