
Adult-Onset ADHD and Long-Term 
Impacts of Early Symptoms

IN THIS EDITION, we focus on longitudinal studies—studies that follow the same people over long periods of time.  
The new controversy of whether ADHD can first onset in adulthood is featured, as are long-term outcomes of pre-
school ADHD symptoms.

ADULT-ONSET ADHD

Can ADHD emerge in adulthood?
The journal JAMA Psychiatry recently featured two 

research studies focused on answering the question of 
whether ADHD is really a childhood-onset disorder. 
Currently, per the DSM-5 definition, ADHD symptoms 
must be present prior to the age of twelve in order to 
meet diagnostic criteria. But this requirement has been 
called into question in recent research. 

In the first study, researchers were interested in un-
derstanding differences between people with persistent, 
remitted, and young adult-onset ADHD. Using a birth 
cohort sample from Europe, they found that 22 percent 
of individuals who met criteria for ADHD as children 
continued to meet criteria in young adulthood. These 
individuals experienced more life impairment than the 
children with ADHD whose symptoms had remitted by 
adulthood. The study also found that 68 percent of the 
people who met criteria for ADHD in young adulthood 
had not met criteria as children. 

In the second study, the researchers looked at corre-
spondence between ADHD diagnoses at age eleven and 
ages eighteen to nineteen in a large Brazilian birth cohort 
sample. They found that only 12.6 percent of the young 
adults with ADHD had the disorder when they were 
eleven years old.

Ultimately, the question remains as to whether this 
“late-onset” form of ADHD is really ADHD at all, or 
whether it should be considered a different diagnosis 
altogether. 
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LONG-TERM IMPACTS 	
OF EARLY SYMPTOMS

What are the long-term impacts of ADHD symptoms 
in preschoolers?

This study sought to answer the important question of 
how to identify preschool children with the greatest risk 
for long-term impairment. They found that hyperactive 
preschoolers had higher levels of ADHD, conduct, autism, 
and anxiety symptoms as adolescents or young adults, and 
that these relationships differed between boys and girls.

For boys, preschool hyperactivity levels most strongly 
predicted outcomes, whereas for girls, other factors 
played a stronger role, including preschool conduct and 
emotional problems. Overall, this study suggests that 
screening for hyperactivity might help identify preschool-
ers who are at greatest risk for later, broad-based mental 
health problems.
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