
Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) are among 
the most commonly diagnosed disorders in American children today. However, these disorders are 
not exclusively limited to children—recent estimates indicate that about 4 percent of the U.S. adult 
population is affected by ADHD for a 12-month period, and 8 percent struggle with it as a lifespan 
condition. Because assessments and diagnosis procedures have traditionally focused on children, 
it can be difficult to diagnose the disorder in adults. If left unaddressed, ADD/ADHD can severely 
hinder an individual’s productivity in the workplace and in everyday life. 

Adult ADD/ADHD Symptoms
Adult symptoms of ADD/ADHD are similar to those experienced 
by children, although often are more subtle and varied in adults.  
Many adults have the disorder and are unaware that they have it. 
They know that it is hard for them to get organized, stick to a job, 
or remember and keep appointments. Ordinary things like getting 
up, getting dressed for work, getting to work on time, and starting 
and completing tasks at work can be difficult for adults with  
ADD/ADHD.

Adults with ADD/ADHD may have a history of failure at school, 
work, and relationships. Many seem restless, have had multiple traffic accidents, and may try to do several 
things at once, most of them unsuccessfully. They also tend to prefer “quick fixes,” rather than taking the 
steps needed to achieve greater rewards.
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Some common symptoms include: 

•	 Difficulty starting and completing tasks
•	 Difficulty controlling behavior
•	 Variable attention to details
•	 Difficulty with organization/prioritization
•	 Poor performance on tasks that require 

sustained mental effort
•	 Impulsivity and low frustration tolerance 
•	 Hyperactivity

•	 Forgetfulness
•	 Restlessness 
•	 Chaotic life-styles
•	 Associated psychiatric comorbidities (in some 

patients)
•	 Disorganization
•	 Substance abuse (in some patients)

In adults, these symptoms can often coexist with other mental and emotional disorders, such as anxiety 
and depression. A recent National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) study suggests that individuals who 
exhibit symptoms of ADD/ADHD are also more likely to have problems with alcohol and drug abuse. The 
causes of ADD/ADHD remain unclear, although evidence suggests that genetics play a role.

How can I manage and treat my ADD/ADHD?
If you find that your symptoms of ADD/ADHD are affecting your daily life at home and/or in the office, see 
a licensed mental health care professional.* A variety of behavioral and symptom evaluations and check-
lists along with a detailed medical history and standardized behavioral rating scales will be used for diagno-
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sis. It is important that the diagnosis process be thorough and extensive, to allow ADD/ADHD behaviors to 
be isolated from common co-occurring conditions. After diagnosis, a treatment plan will be recommended, 
generally consisting of some combination of behavioral therapy and medication.

ADD/ADHD Medications
Proper medication can help the symptoms of ADD/ADHD and allow an adult to learn the skills to become 
more self-sufficient. However, adult ADD/ADHD medications require special consideration because adults 
are often taking medications for other conditions (e.g., diabetes, high blood pressure, anxiety, depression) 
that may interact badly with some ADD/ADHD prescriptions. Adults with ADD/ADHD should discuss 
their current medications and medical conditions with their doctor, so these issues can be taken into ac-
count when a medication is prescribed.

Central nervous system (CNS) stimulants are widely used to treat ADD/ADHD, and include drugs such as 
Adderall, Ritalin, Strattera, and Vyvanse. When used as prescribed, they can be very effective in manag-
ing symptoms. However, these drugs are frequently abused, and have been misused to suppress appetite, 
enhance alertness, or cause feelings of euphoria. Nonmedical use 
has been linked to heart and blood vessel issues, as well as to drug 
abuse or dependence. 

Because of the potential for abuse, keeping ADD/ADHD medication 
safe and secure is extremely important.  As with any prescription 
drug, the medication should only be used by the person for which it 
was prescribed.

ADD/ADHD Education and Therapy
Professional counselors or therapists can help adults with ADD/ADHD learn organizational skills and how 
to break down tasks into smaller steps to make each more manageable. Psychotherapy, including cognitive 
behavioral therapy, also can help enhance an individual’s self-image, and help an adult with ADD/ADHD 
to adjust to life changes that accompany treatment.

For More Information
For further information on ADD/ADHD, see:

National Resource Center on ADD/ADHD: http://www.help4adhd.org/en/treatment/treatmentoverview

National Institute on Mental Health:  http://www.nimh.nih.gov/index.shtml

National Institutes of Health/U.S. National Library of Medicine:  http://www.nimh.nih.gov/index.shtml

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/adhd/

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration: http://search2.samhsa.gov/search?q=ADD%
2FADHD&sort=date%3AD%3AL%3Ad1&output=xml_no_dtd&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8&client=SAMHSA&p
roxystylesheet=SAMHSA&site=default_collection%7CSAMHSA_Beta&filter=0
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* For a list of professionals who diagnose and treat ADD/ADHD, contact the National Resource Center on ADD/ADHD at 
either 800-233-4050 or online at http://www.help4adhd.org/en/treatment/prof


