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How common is ADHD in children and adults? 
By: Catharina Hartman PhD 

ADHD is estimated to be present in 5.29% of the children worldwide. In adults, this is 
between 2.8 to 4.4%. These are averages: estimates vary in different countries. 
 

he behaviors that characterize ADHD 
have been described a long time ago, 
but in clinical practice the diagnosis of 

ADHD has been used only since 40 years. This 
was also when ADHD became important in 
scientific research. Since then many studies 
have been done around the world to estimate 
how often ADHD is present in children. 
Averaged across these studies it has been 
estimated that around 5.6%, i.e., roughly one 
in every twenty children, has ADHD. Around 
the age of 12 years old and further on during 
adolescence, some of the children with ADHD 
start to experience fewer symptoms of ADHD. 
Research findings indicate that by young 
adulthood, roughly 22% of children have no 
ADHD symptoms anymore, 43% still have 
symptoms and impairments in daily life 
although not as severe as before, and another 
35% still have the symptoms and impairments 
as they had these during childhood. 

For a long time, only children received a 
diagnosis of ADHD. When it became clear that 
only a minority of the children ‘lost’ their 
symptoms and impairments when they 
reached adulthood, researchers started to 
investigate how often it was the case that 
symptoms and impairments remained so 
severe that the ADHD diagnosis applies. The 
current best estimate is that ADHD is present 
between 2.8% to 4.4% of adults. Especially 
when persisting in adulthood, persons with 
ADHD may develop additional psychiatric or 
somatic conditions that have their onset in 
adulthood, like depression or diabetes. These 
conditions are more frequent in adults with 
ADHD compared to adults without ADHD and 
could potentially be prevented if ADHD could 
be successfully treated. However, the latter is 
speculative; this has not yet been fully 
established by sound scientific research. In 
addition, there are still very few longitudinal 
studies examining how ADHD develops during 
adulthood. 
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