
ADHD MEDICATION 
FOR ADULTS

ADHD medication in adults is prescribed as part of a structured 
treatment plan to improve attention regulation, impulse control, 
emotional stability, and executive functioning. Pharmacological 
treatment aims to reduce symptom severity, functional impairment, 
and associated risks such as academic failure, occupational di�iculties, emotional dysregulation, 
and accidental injury. Medication supports neurochemical regulation but does not correct 
underlying neurodevelopmental di�erences, meaning symptoms may persist to varying 
degrees. 

Adult ADHD medications are broadly categorised into stimulant and non-stimulant agents. Stimulants 
are typically first-line due to rapid onset and robust symptom reduction. Non-stimulants are used 
when stimulants are contraindicated, poorly tolerated, ine�ective, or associated with unacceptable 
adverse e�ects. Prescribing follows a stepwise, risk–benefit-based approach with regular clinical 
review.

Medication alone is rarely su�icient for optimal long-term management of ADHD. Evidence consistently 
shows superior outcomes when pharmacological treatment is combined with non-pharmacological 
strategies, including behavioural therapy, psychoeducation, coaching, structured routines, sleep 
optimisation, nutritional stability, and regular physical activity. This multimodal approach improves 
adherence, resilience, and overall quality of life.

Understanding treatment options for adult ADHD
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Alcohol potentiates stimulant-related cardiovascular strain, neuropsychiatric e�ects, and sleep 
disruption. Concurrent use may impair judgement and increase the risk of arrhythmia, hypertension, 
and mood instability. Combining prescribed ADHD medication with recreational or illicit substances 
significantly elevates the risk of severe adverse events and overdose.

How it works
Methylphenidate inhibits the reuptake of dopamine and norepinephrine at presynaptic transporters, 
increasing synaptic concentrations in brain regions governing executive function and self-regulation. 
This neurochemical e�ect improves sustained attention, task initiation, and impulse modulation.

Common adverse e�ects are dose-related and often improve with titration or 
timing adjustments:

Stimulant Medications
Stimulants enhance dopaminergic and noradrenergic transmission in the prefrontal cortex and 
associated neural networks, leading to improved attention, working memory, response inhibition, 
and behavioural control. They demonstrate the highest e�ect sizes in adult ADHD treatment.

Methylphenidate

Possible side e�ects
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Appetite suppression due to hypothalamic 
stimulation, potentially leading to weight loss 

Insomnia or delayed sleep onset, particularly 
with late dosing 

Xerostomia (dry mouth) from reduced salivary 
secretion 

Headaches linked to vascular or tension 
mechanisms

Heightened nervousness, restlessness, or 
subclinical anxiety 

Gastrointestinal discomfort, nausea, or 
abdominal pain



More serious reactions
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Once-daily 
morning dosing 

Sustained symptom 
control across 
working hours 

Reduced evening 
rebound and 

emotional crashes

Persistent tachycardia or hypertension requiring 
cardiovascular monitoring 

Marked irritability, emotional lability, or mood 
dysregulation 

Serotonin toxicity presenting with agitation, 
hyperthermia, tremor, and confusion 

Emergence or worsening of motor or vocal tics 

Psychotic symptoms including hallucinations or 
paranoid ideation 

Misuse potential
Methylphenidate is a controlled medication with abuse potential if diverted or taken in excess. Risk 
mitigation includes controlled dispensing, regular review, and assessment of substance use history.

Use during pregnancy and breastfeeding
Human safety data are limited. Potential risks to fetal growth and neurodevelopment must be 
weighed against maternal benefit. Specialist consultation is essential prior to use during pregnancy 
or lactation.

Lisdexamfetamine
Lisdexamfetamine is a long-acting prodrug stimulant indicated for adults requiring sustained symptom 
control. It is often selected when immediate-release stimulants cause rebound effects, emotional 
volatility, or adherence difficulties.

How lisdexamfetamine is di�erent
Lisdexamfetamine is enzymatically converted to its active form after absorption. This rate-limited 
activation produces a gradual onset and stable plasma concentrations, reducing peak-related 
adverse effects and symptom rebound.

Daily coverage



As a prodrug, lisdexamfetamine has reduced rapid misuse potential compared to immediate-release 
stimulants. Nonetheless, it remains a Schedule-controlled substance requiring ongoing monitoring.

Evidence is insufficient to establish safety. Treatment decisions require specialist risk–benefit 
assessment. 

Common side e�ects

Less common but serious risks

Misuse considerations

Use in pregnancy and breastfeeding
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Appetite suppression 
with possible weight reductio

Dry mouth and 
increased thirst 

Insomnia or altered 
sleep architecture 

Psychomotor 
restlessness 

Mild to moderate 
anxiety symptoms 

Persistent tachycardia or hypertension requiring 
cardiovascular monitoring 

Marked irritability, emotional lability, or mood 
dysregulation 

Serotonin toxicity presenting with agitation, 
hyperthermia, tremor, and confusion 

Emergence or worsening of motor or vocal tics 

Psychotic symptoms including hallucinations or 
paranoid ideation 



Comparing Methylphenidate and Lisdexamfetamine
Although both agents are stimulants, they di�er in pharmacokinetics, duration of action, and metabolic 
activation, influencing individual tolerability and response. 

Atomoxetine
Atomoxetine is indicated for adults who cannot tolerate stimulants or for whom 
stimulants are contraindicated. 

How it works
Atomoxetine selectively inhibits norepinephrine reuptake, enhancing prefrontal 
cortical regulation without dopaminergic stimulation.

How long it takes to work
Therapeutic effects emerge gradually over 2–6 weeks and remain consistent 
across the day.

Duration of e�ect

Non-Stimulant Medication

How they di�er
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Methylphenidate acts directly and may require multiple daily doses
 or extended-release formulations. 

Lisdexamfetamine undergoes gradual metabolic activation, 
producing steadier e�ects.

Methylphenidate duration varies by 
formulation

Lisdexamfetamine typically provides 
full-day coverage.



Common side e�ects

Potential serious e�ects

Rare reactions
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Gastrointestinal upset due to autonomic e�ects

Fatigue or somnolence 

Orthostatic dizziness 

Dry mouth 

Insomnia or sleep fragmentation 

Headaches 

Blood pressure or heart rhythm changes 

Increased suicidal ideation in younger adults 

Urinary retention 

Mood destabilisation or irritability 

Hepatic dysfunction signs including jaundice 

Serotonin toxicity 

Severe hypersensitivity reactions Priapism requiring urgent care 
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Sexual health e�ects

How it is taken

Treatment timeline

Heart-related symptoms

Reduced sexual interest Delayed or absent orgasm

Palpitations Chest discomfort requiring urgent review

Immediate-release: taken multiple times daily

Clinical e�ects develop gradually, with extended-release formulations providing stable symptom 
coverage.

Extended-release: taken once daily, often in the 
evening

Guanfacine
Guanfacine may be considered when stimulants and atomoxetine are unsuitable, particularly in 
individuals with cardiovascular sensitivity.

How it works
Guanfacine is an alpha-2A adrenergic agonist that reduces sympathetic outflow, improving 
impulse regulation and emotional control.
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Sexual health e�ects

Less common reactions

Safety considerations

Supplements

Mood changes

Gradual tapering required to prevent rebound 
hypertension 

We do not prescribe supplements.

Caution with driving and machinery

Allergic skin or facial swelling

Sedation or 
excessive 
sleepiness 

Hypotension Fatigue Bradycardia Dry mouth  Constipation 

Cardiovascular monitoring recommended 
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https://diversemindsclinic.co.uk/

Omega-3 fatty acids may provide modest 
attention benefits 

B-vitamins support neurological energy 
metabolism 

Probiotics may influence gut–brain health

Magnesium, iron, zinc, and vitamin D may be 
helpful when deficient 

Melatonin may assist with circadian rhythm 
regulation 

Nutritional supplements may support general health but 
should not replace evidence-based ADHD treatment.

For more detailed information about ADHD medications and treatment options, 
visit the Diverse Minds Clinic website


