Aren’t medications for ADHD just different versions of illegal drugs?
By: Dr Craig Surman

Unlike illegal drugs, prescription stimulants are effective and safe treatments for many
people with ADHD. However, people taking stimulants should be carefully monitored for
signs of abuse and dependence.

T

he active ingredients of most
medications that work for ADHD,
including the stimulants
methylphenidate and amphetamine salts, are
thought to impact levels of norepinephrine and
dopamine in brain regions that can improve
self‐control of attention and
behavior. However, they also have strong
effects on brain regions that register chemical
reward, which is thought to be why ADHD
prescriptions can produce effects similar to
those of illegal drugs, particularly when they
are taken into the body more quickly than they
are designed to be delivered. In addition, some
individuals may have atypical side effects or
other reactions to taking these medications

that lead to problematic use patterns, including
tolerance – wherein they have less effect over
time.
All individuals receiving stimulants should be
monitored for signs of dependence and
abuse. A comprehensive evaluation and close
monitoring by a prescribing physician is thought
to increase the chance of identifying problems
before or as they emerge. If a person has a
history of substance misuse or dependence,
there may be a higher risk that ADHD
medications will be misused or abused – and
other nonstimulant medications or non‐
medication supports for ADHD should be used
instead.
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