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What is ADHD? 
 
Attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD, is a condition that can make it 
hard to pay attention and sit still.  ADHD starts in childhood, and about one-half of 
children with ADHD continue to have ADHD as adults.  Some people with ADHD are 
not diagnosed until adulthood.  Adults with ADHD may have a hard time keeping daily 
tasks organized.  They may also have sudden changes in their mood.  These problems 
may cause difficulties with memory and impulse control.   
 
How can ADHD impact my life? 
 
Adults with ADHD may have problems with their relationships and jobs because of their 
symptoms.  They also have a high risk of developing other psychiatric conditions, like 
anxiety, depression, or substance use problems.   
 
How is ADHD diagnosed? 
 
Different medical specialists can diagnose ADHD.  A psychiatrist, psychologist, family 
practice doctor, or neurologist may be able to diagnose ADHD.  There is no one test to 
diagnose ADHD.  Your doctor may ask questions about your childhood as well as your 
current symptoms.  Your doctor may also want to talk to your family members.  Doctors 
often use standard rules from the Diagnostic Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) 
or the Utah Criteria to diagnose ADHD in adults. 
 
How is ADHD treated? 
 
ADHD is treated similarly in adults and children.  Treatment may include stimulant 
medications, psychotherapy, and treatment of other mental health problems. 
 
What are stimulant medications? 
 
Stimulants are drugs that increase concentrations of the chemicals dopamine and 
norepinephrine in the brain. These chemicals are in everybody’s brains, but they may not 
be in balance in people with ADHD.  Stimulant drugs have been shown to decrease 
ADHD symptoms in adults. 
 
Some stimulant drugs are made from chemicals called amphetamines.  These drugs are 
commonly used to treat ADHD.  Dextroamphetamine (Dexedrine), lisdexamfetamine 
(Vyvanse), and mixed amphetamine salts (Adderall), are all drugs made from 
amphetamines that your doctor may prescribe for ADHD.  
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Drugs made from amphetamines are available in different doses.  Talk to your doctor if 
you are concerned about your dose of ADHD medication.  Some people feel better with 
higher doses of amphetamines, but scientists have not proved that higher doses work 
better than lower doses of these drugs.  
 
Patients taking stimulant medications, like amphetamines, should watch for side effects 
such as difficulty sleeping, appetite loss, nausea, high blood pressure, and faster heart 
rate.  Patients who have had heart problems, substance abuse problems, or high blood 
pressure may not be able to take stimulants.  Talk to your doctor before starting or 
changing use of any drug. 
 
Where can I look if I have more questions? 
 
Adult ADHD: Mayo Clinic 
http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/adult-adhd/DS01161 
 
Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity Disorder: National Institute of Mental Health 
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/attention-deficit-hyperactivity-disorder/can-
adults-have-adhd.shtml 
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