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Myths and Realities of Adult ADHD



Myth One

ADHD is a lack of willpower. People with ADHD focus 
ÏÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÁÎÔȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÁÐÐÌÙ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓȢ



Myth Two

Everyone has the symptoms of ADHD. If you are smart 
enough you can overcome them.



Myth Three

9ÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ !$($ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎȢ )ÔȭÓ 
one or the other.



Myth Four

You have to be diagnosed with ADHD as a child in 
order to really have it as an adult.



The Truth
ADHD is:

Neurobiological

5% of population

Life-long

Chronic impairment
Occupational

Relationships

Family

Community



Adult ADHD symptoms
1. Extreme concentration difficulty (A)

2. Extreme organisational skills difficulty (B)

A. ȰÚÏÎÉÎÇ ÏÕÔȱ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÆÉÎÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÔÁÓËÓȟ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ 
tasks going at once but unfinished, forgetful, 
distracted

B. Keeping home chores organised, work duties 
uncompleted, procrastination, difficulty estimating 
time needed for tasks, losing things



ADHD Symptoms (cont.)
Hyperactivity -differs from childhood condition

Different in adults:

Restless

Fidgety

Easily bored

Irritated

Mood swings

#ÁÎȭÔ ÓÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÌÁØȟ ÎÅÒÖÏÕÓ ÅÎÅÒÇÙ



ADHD Symptoms (cont.)
Impulsivity:

Difficulty controlling impulses
Making sudden decisions on a whim
Impulse buying/shopping
Trouble listening to others

Difficulty relating to others
following conversations
interrupting
saying things you regret later
responding to questions before they are fully asked



Adult ADHD
Prevalence is unknown

Diagnostic criteria no suitable for adults

Presence of co-morbid disorders complicates diagnosis



Sub-Types of Adult ADHD
1. Normal functioning despite childhood ADHD

2. Significant problems with ADHD

work

interpersonal relations

anxiety

emotional lability

self-esteem

3. Serious antisocial/psychiatric problems



One Major Problematic Factor
Adults with ADHD, undiagnosed have lived their 
entire life with ADHD. 

&ÏÒ ÔÈÅÍ ÉÔ ÉÓ ȰÎÏÒÍÁÌȱ

They have no reason to believe there is anything wrong 
with them

But at the same time they suffer and are confused



Effects of Adult ADHD
If left untreated:

Health : 

binge eating, compulsive eating, cycle of drug/alcohol 
abuse, forgetting medications, keeping medical 
appointments



Effects of Adult ADHD
Work and Finances

Concentrating, completing tasks, listening, relating to 
others, managing finances, struggling to pay bills, 
losing important paperwork, missing deadlines, 
indebtedness due to impulsive spending



Effects of Adult ADHD
Relationships

7ÏÎÄÅÒÉÎÇ ×ÈÙ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ȰÎÁÇÇÉÎÇȱ ÙÏÕ ÔÏ ÔÉÄÙ ÕÐȟ 
ÇÅÔ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÄÏÎÅȟ ÏÒ ȰÔÁËÅ ÃÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȱȟ ÈÕÒÔ ÌÏÖÅÄ 
ones by being short-tempered, cross, irritable, 
blurting out hurtful things, impatience with the 
children, quick to f lare up, not getting along with 
supervisors at work, quitting jobs impulsively



Effects of Adult ADHD
Education, Learning and 
Training
Underachievement

Low exam results

Gap in knowledge

Academic failure

Early school leaving

Embarrassment

Bullying



Effects of Adult ADHD 
Misc. Effects

Increased road traffic citations/accidents in 
adolescents

Increased road traffic citations/accidents in adults
Teens 4x more likely to have an accident

Increased incidence of industrial accidents



Psychological Effects
Low self-esteem

Low self-confidence

Diminished sense of self-efficacy

Sense of shame and guilt

Task avoidance

Social withdrawal



Co-Morbidity in Adult ADHD
Depression

Substance abuse

Underemployment

Anxiety disorders

Bi-polar disorder

Specific learning disabilities (dyslexia)

Epilepsy



Illustration from  Joseph Biederman and Stephen Faraone, Harvard Mahoney 
Neuroscience Institute Letter, Winter 1996 Volume 5 Number 1



ADHD in adults is not a benign condition

ÅIt can ruin relationships

ÅIt can devastate educational attainment

ÅIt can destroy job opportunities

ÅIt can lead to serious mental health problems

ÅIt can lead to a life of chronic strife and unhappiness



Other problems often occur

What can precipitate additional problems?



Precipitation Factors in Problem 

Development

Acute life stresses

Illness or injury

Child abuse

Bullying

Births or bereavements

Lifecycle transitions

Changing schools

Loss of peer friendships

Separation or divorce

Parental unemployment

Moving house

Financial difficulties



Influences on Problem Development

Biological Factors

genetic

prenatal

perinatal

early insults, injuries/illnesses

Psychological Factors

low intelligence

difficulty temperament

low self-esteem

external locus of control



Influences on Problem Development: Contextual Predisposing Factors

Parent-child Factors in Early Life

attachment problems

lack of intellectual stimulation
permissive parenting

neglectful parenting

inconsistent parental discipline

Exposure to Family Problems in Early Life
parental psychological problems

parental alcohol/substance abuse

marital discord/violence

family disorganisation

deviant siblings


