Evidence Synthesis Program

Systematic
Review ADHD and Substance Use Disorders in Adults

Psychostimulants are first-line pharmacologic treatments for Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
among adults. However, there are concerns that psychostimulants could be misused, diverted, or lead to a new
substance use disorder (SUD) or substance-related problems in people with co-occurring ADHD and SUD.

The VHA Office of Mental Health requested an evidence review on the incidence
of SUD in adults with ADHD who are prescribed psychostimulant medications Key Takeaway for Clinical Practice
as well as the benefits and harms of psychostimulant treatment of ADHD in
adults with comorbid SUD. Review authors from the VA ESP Center located
at the Providence Health Care System identified 14 relevant studies based on
systematic searches of the literature in late 2023-early 2024.

Available studies do not identify broad evidence of
harm associated with the prescription of stimulants
for ADHD. Prescribers should consider stimulant
medications or other treatments for ADHD after a
thorough, individualized risk benefit discussion.

Main Findings

Incidence of SUDs, misuse, and Among adults with ADHD, evidence does not indicate that prescription stimulant

diversion in people with ADHD treatment is associated with increased risk of SUD diagnoses. However, confidence

without SUD at baseline in this finding is low due to study methodological limitations and inconsistency
Sugies 3 renErdemize across studies. Whether treatment with stimulants increases the risk of alcohol use
comparative studies and 4 disorder or drug use disorder specifically is unclear due to insufficient evidence. No
single-group studies comparative studies examined stimulant diversion or misuse.

Effect of stimulants on ADHD and Among adults with co-occurring ADHD and SUD, there is no evidence of a difference

SUD outcomes in people with co- in ADHD treatment adherence, substance use, SUD symptom change, or abstinence

occurring ADHD and SUD from substance use between those treated with stimulants and those receiving
Studies: 6 randomized controlled other forms of care. Confidence in these findings is low due to study methodological
trials and 1 non-randomized limitations, inconsistency, and/or imprecision.

compalative silldy Evidenceisinsufficient to determine whether prescription stimulants have greater risk

of diversion or misuse, or are more effective for ADHD symptoms and SUD treatment
adherence, than other treatments for ADHD among adults with comorbid SUD.

Limitations to available Few studies examine long-term effects of stimulant medications on substance
evidence use outcomes among people with ADHD. Nearly all clinical trials in people with
co-occurring ADHD and SUD are older and use stimulants that have largely been
superseded by newer formulations with greater efficacy and lower misuse potential.

Access completed ESP reports ' or nominate a topic for an ESP review

Questions about the report ADHD and Substance Use Disorders in Adults: A Systematic Review or the
VA Evidence Synthesis Program can be directed to esp.cc@va.gov.
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