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Background/Objective. Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is characterized by various cognitive vulnerabilities
but can also induce creativity and expression. Prior work on the relationship between ADHD and music has solely been focused
on children or passive listening in small sample sizes. Therefore, this study will investigate how ADHD affects musical behavior,
preference, and well-being within a large and demographically matched dataset of musicians.
Methods. 1,298 self-reported ADHD musicians were drawn from the Sound Mind Databank and were matched demographically
on age, sex, and years of musical training to non-ADHD musicians in a 1:1 ratio. T-tests on musical engagement and preference
variables and bootstrap mediation analysis for pathways from personality to well-being through music as a mediator were
conducted on the matched group of musicians.
Results. The ADHD group displayed small but consistent differences (d = 0.11-0.29) such as more consumption of background
music, higher preference for improvisation and high-arousal style music, and lower preference for playing with other musicians.
Mediation analysis showed that 96% of extraversion’s association with well-being was statistically mediated by making music
with others (collaborative), though the direct association between extraversion and well-being was non-significant.
Conclusions. Overall, ADHD musicians displayed a pattern of higher preference for improvisational and high-arousal styles but
lower preference for structured and collaborative contexts. However, it is essential to note that the fit between musical context
and an individual’s personality was also associated with well-being rather than music involvement alone. Therefore, providing
the correct fit in approaches to ADHD music education or therapy is key.
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Introduction

Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) affects 5-7%
of children worldwide, though the effect of ADHD on music
(as well as music’s effect on it) has remained relatively under-
explored1. ADHD itself is often viewed overall as a deficit:
struggles with attention, memory, focus, and hyperactivity all
represent potential challenges to be overcome2. However,
these traits may also cultivate creativity, resilience, and spon-
taneity in contexts that encourage divergent thinking and high
energy3. Music is a valuable medium to study ADHD for it
provides both structure and discipline but also improvisation
and creativity in its extremely diverse styles.

According to Nordby et al.3, adults with ADHD describe
creativity, spontaneity, and resilience as separate strengths in-
stead of mere compensation for the possible loss of attention
or focus. The extent to which these characteristics extend to
musical practice, though, remains largely unexplored. This
study seeks to explore the relationship between ADHD and
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musicianship, seeking to move beyond a conceptual frame-
work based solely on a “deficit” perspective and explore how
neurodiversity can impact artistic practice. By not only see-
ing ADHD as a limitation, but rather seeking to discover its
potential, we hope to gain a deeper and more nuanced under-
standing of how ADHD shapes (and is shaped by) the world
of music.

Previous research on music and ADHD

Previous research conducted on the relationship of music and
ADHD has yielded overall mixed results on music’s effect
on cognition, behavior, and emotion. Early studies found
that children with ADHD showed improved arithmetic perfor-
mance4 and reduced motor activity5 when listening to music
instead of silence or speech. A more recent study, Madjar et
al.6, found that calm music improved better reading compre-
hension in preadolescents with ADHD. Pelham et al.7 noted
that music impact varies by genre, and Dong et al.8 found that
background pop music affected reading comprehension in a
non-ADHD sample, suggesting that music can also serve as a
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