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ADHD IN RELATIONSHIPS

INTRODUCTION

Adult ADHD, which is diagnosed in
early adulthood or childhood, is a
neurodevelopmental disorder which
affects a person’s attentiveness,
impulsivity, and hyperactivity.
Although the prevalence of ADHD
decreases with age, sometimes these
symptoms persist into adulthood

and lead to functional impairment. A
global estimate places the prevalence
of adult ADHD at 6,67%.

According to the National Institute
of Mental Health, it's estimated that
5,4% of men are diagnosed with
ADHD compared to that of 3,2%
of women. It's worth noting that
the presentation across genders
differs, with men tending towards
hyperactivity and impulsivity,
and women tending towards
inattentiveness. Women with ADHD
are less likely to be diagnosed and
treated, which leads to poor long-
term social, educational, and health
outcomes.

Although ADHD is easily diagnosed
in children, adult ADHD presents a
challenge to clinicians, largely due to
the overlap of symptoms with those
of mood and anxiety disorders. For
this reason, many adults aren't even
aware they have ADHD, only that
they struggle with everyday tasks.
Comorbid conditions such as learning
disabilities and other psychiatric
disorders can also complicate the
diagnostic picture.

COMPLICATIONS

ADHD has been linked to a multitude

of complications, including, but not

limited to:

+ Decreased rates of academic
completion

+ Poor employment records and

unemployment

Financial issues

+ Substance misuse

+ Difficulties with the law

Frequent accidents, including car

accidents
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+ Unstable relationships

+ Poor mental health in general
+ Poor self-image

+ Suicide attempts

ADHD AND VIOLENCE

Males with childhood ADHD and
conduct problems that persist

into adulthood are more likely to
be verbally aggressive and even
violent with romantic partners.
Evidence points to a positive
association between adult ADHD
and interpersonal and domestic
violence. Some researchers argue
that hyperactivity in ADHD - which
is more commonly seen in men -
is an indicator for aggression and
violence, as it stems from a deficit
in emotional regulation. While

we know that within the general
population, substance dependence
is independently associated with
more severe and repetitive forms
of violence, we also know that
those with ADHD commonly abuse



substances and alcohol once they
are young adults. This exacerbates
the incidence of interpersonal
violence. Aggression in general,
both externally and self-directed,
is a common feature in adults with
ADHD. In fact, adult males with
childhood ADHD and exposure

to domestic violence as children
are more likely to perpetrate
interpersonal violence.

SYMPTOMS AFFECTING THE

PARTNER

The common symptoms of ADHD

have an effect within relationships

by impacting partners of those
diagnosed with ADHD. These take
place within the following ways:

* Inattention: those with ADHD can
lose focus in conversation, which
may leave their partner feeling
devalued. They may also commit
to issues and later forget, which
may result in frustration and
resentment from their partners.

+ Forgetfulness: it's difficult for
those with ADHD to sustain
focus and they may easily
forget discussed information.
This may, in turn, lead to their
partner feeling they are incapable,
unreliable, and untrustworthy.

* Impulsivity: those with ADHD
may frequently interrupt others
during conversations or blurt
out what they’re thinking without
considering another person’s
feelings. These symptoms may
result in a partner’s feelings being
hurt.

+ Disorganisation: ADHD makes
it difficult to organise, prioritise,
and complete household tasks,
which lends itself to a disordered
environment. Another thing that
is more difficult for those with
ADHD is holding a job. This has
a great effect on household
finances and places additional
pressure on their partner,
which itself lends to feelings of
frustration and resentment.

* Explosive temper: due to
emotional dysregulation
and poor stress/frustration
tolerance, people with ADHD
have a tendency towards anger
outbursts and aggression. This
naturally could lead to their
partner feeling hurt, fearful, and
even abused.

RELATIONAL DYNAMICS

Those with ADHD who are in

relationships may find themselves

in interesting relational dynamics
than those of a typical partnership.

Commonly, the relational dynamics

may present as:

+ Parent/child dynamics: one
partner may feel that they have a
child instead of a partner, as those
with ADHD struggle to complete
tasks that they perceive as boring
or that require their full attention,
which leads to their partner taking
on most of the responsibilities and
feeling resentful.

* The constant critic: partners of
those with ADHD may feel like
they are forced to nag, remind,
and constantly tell their partner
how and when to do things
properly. In turn, the person with
ADHD may feel as though they
are being evaluated, monitored,
and corrected, which results in
low esteem and demoralisation.

* The hyper-focus courtship:
because those with ADHD often
present with a hyper-focus, their
partner may feel like they are
special and loved, making their
courtship an amazing experience.
When this hyper-focus stage
ends, however (which often
happens quite abruptly), their
partner is left feeling alone,
confused, and betrayed.

MANAGEMENT

For all the personal and relational
implications mentioned above,

it's easy to see why effective
management of adult ADHD is a
necessity. Management that is
both combination and holistic has
been found to be most effective. A
starting point would be to exclude
any possible organic causes.
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Following this, medications such

as stimulant (methylphenidate

or dexamphetamine being the

first line), non-stimulants like

atomoxetine (for those who struggle

with stimulants), antidepressants
like bupropion, and other
medications targeting the co-
occurring disorders are indicated.

Psychotherapy as an adjunct is

also indicated. Types of suggested

therapies for those with ADHD and

their families or partners include:

+ Cognitive behavioural therapy
(CBT) focusing on challenging
thinking and managing behaviour

+ Dialectical behavioural therapy
(DBT) focusing largely on
emotional regulation, distress
tolerance, and interpersonal
effectiveness

+ Family and couples therapy which
focuses on familial relationships,
communication, and problem-
solving skills within relationships

+ ADHD coaching which assists
with improving time management,
goal-setting, and organisational
skills

Occupational therapy is also an

essential key in ADHD management,

with occupational therapists
providing the tools to assist

those with ADHD to organise

their environments, enhance their

social interactions and awareness,

optimise time management, monitor
and regulate sensory stimulation,
and develop stress-management
techniques.

For those with ADHD and those

in relationships with them, many

options are available. It's up to us

to set the tone for treatment and

prevent further fall-out resulting

from the illness.
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