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NIH Research Suggests Stimulant Treatment for ADHD Does Not Contribute to
Substance Abuse Later in Life
Early Evaluation for Substance Abuse Still Important for This High-Risk Group

Treating children as early as age six or seven with stimulants for Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD) isnotlikely to increase risk of subgance abuse as adults, according to two studies fundel by the
Nationd Ingitutes of Health (NIH). However, thestudies aso showed treatment with stimulants did not
prevent subgance abuse later in adulthood.Thestudies, conduded by researchers at New Y ork
University School of Medicine (NY U) and the Massachusetts General Hospital/Harvard Medical School
(Mass General) are being published in this month® American Journal of Psychiatry.

Orhere has been widespread debate on the possible link between stimulant medicationsfor children and
adolescents with ADHD and subgance abuse later in life,Osaid NIH Director Elias Zerhouni
(Researchers suppoted by several NIH Inditutes are working to resolve this issue so we can offer
scientifically valid information to cliniciansand parents concerned aboutthe treatment of ther children
with stimulant medicationsO

TheNYU study evaluated subgance abuse behaviorsin 176 youngmen who had been treated for ADHD
when they were children to determinewhether there was arelationship between the age when stimulant
treatment was initiated and subsequent drug abuse in adulthood.They foundtha those children who
began treatment when they were younge (6B7 years old) had subdance abuse rates no different than from
acomparison groupwho did nat have ADHD (27 percent vs 29 percent); however those who began
treatment when they were older (8B112 years old) had highe rates of subgance abuse (44 percent), which
was accounied for by co-occurring antisoda persondity disorder. GDverall, our results suggest that early
stimulant treatment does not appear to have negaive outcomes for subdance abuse in children with
ADHD,Osaid Salvatore Mannuza, Ph.D., M.Ph., lead author of the studly.



TheMass Generd researchers, led by researcher Joseph Biederman, M.D., conduded a 10-year follow-up
study of boyswith ADHD, now grown up. They aso foundno evidence tha prior treatment with
stimulants affected therate of subgance use disorders for alcohol, drugs or nicotine

Because the use of stimulants in children did not decrease therisk of later subgance abuss, it is still
critical that youngpeople with ADHD be screened for subgance abuse,Osaid Nationd Ingitute on
Drug Abuse Director Nora Volkow. Grurther, trestment approaches need to go beyond standad
ADHD dtrategies towardsintegrated treatments tha target both ADHD and subgance abuse as soonas
symptoms emerge.O

Researchers point out both studies had limitations induding small samples, nonrandomzed study
designs and an exclusvely male popuktiontha was notracially bdanced.

QProspective studies are also needed on alarger sample of adolescents treated with stimulant medications
to more carefully evaluae the consequences of stimulant exposure, since thisis aperiod of particular
vulnerability for drug abuse and dependence,Oadded Volkow.

There are a least two reasonsfor concern aboutdrug abuse in children treated with stimulants for
ADHD. Firgt, stimulants are widdy prescribed and like drugsof abuse, they increase dopanine
conaentrationsin the brain, and can themselves be abused. Second, studies have shown tha theearlier an
individud is exposed to some subgances with abuse potential, the greater therisk of subgance abuse as
an adult. However, thereis also evidence of impared dopamineactivity in the brainsof individuds with
ADHD, which could explain both thar highrisk for drug abuse, and why stimulant drugsin this
popuktion can relieve ADHD symptoms withou theadded risk for later subgance abuse. In other words,
therisk of subgance abuse in paients with ADHD mog likely has nothing to do with the use of stimulant
medications however, more research is needed.

TheNYU study was funded by the Nationd Ingitute on Drug Abuse and the Nationd Ingitute of Menta
Hedlth; the Mass Genera study was funded by theNationd Inditute of Child Health and Human
Development and NIDA.

Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder isthe most commonly diagnosed behaviora disorder in children
and adolescents in the United States. It isestimated tha between three and five percent of children have
ADHD, or at least two million children in the United States. The median age of onset of ADHD is seven
years, dthoughthedisorder can persist into adolescence and occasiondly into adulthood. The princpa
characteristics of ADHD are indtention, hypeactivity, and impulsivity. Because many normal children
have these behaviors, butat alevel appropriate to thar stage of development, it isimportant tha any child
sugpected of having ADHD receive athoroughexaminaion. Also, because symptoms may be caused by
another disorder, appropriate diagnoss by awell-qudified professiond is essential. Methylphenidate and
ampheamine are themos commonly used stimulant medicationsto treat ADHD.

More information on ADHD can befoundon theWeb site of the Nationd Ingitute on Mental
Health at www.nimh.nih.govhealth/pubicationgthe-nunbers-countmental-disorders-in-
america.shtml#ADHD
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TheNationd Ingitute on Drug Abuse is a comporent of theNationd Ingitutes of Health, U.S,
Department of Health and Human Services. NIDA suppots mog of theworld'sresearch on the health



aspects of drug abuse and addiction. TheInditute carries out alarge variety of programs to ensure the
rapid disseminaion of research information to inform policy and improve practice. Fact sheets onthe
health effects of drugsof abuse and further information on NIDA research can befoundonthe NIDA
web site at www.drugabuse.gov.

TheNationd Ingitute of Mental Health (NIMH) missionisto reduae the burden of mental and
behaviora disorders throughresearch on mind, brain, and behavior. More information is available at
theNIMH webgte at www.nimh.nih.gov.

TheNICHD spon®rs research on development, before and after birth; maternd, child, and family
health; reprodudive biology and popuationissues; and medical rehabilitation. For more information,
visit thelngitute@ Web site at www.nichd.nih.gov.

TheNationd Ingitutes of Health (NIH)N The Nation's Medical Research AgencyN indudes 27
Inditutes and Centers and is a component of theU.S. Department of Health and Human Services. It is
the primary Federal agency for conduding and supporting basic, clinical and trandationd medical
research, and it investigates the causes, treatments, and cures for both common and rare diseases. For
more information aboutNIH and its programs, visit www.nih.gov.



