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Relationship between ADHD and Anxiety in Boys:
Results from a Family Study

SEAN PERRIN, Pu.D., anp CYNTHIA G. LAST, Pu.D.

ABSTRACT
Obijective: Recent studies have found an increased risk for both anxiety disorder and attention-deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD) in the adult relatives of children with ADHD in comparison with adult relatives of normal controls. Such
findings may account for the high rates of comorbid anxiety found in children with ADHD, and they suggest a relationship
between the two disorders. However, additional studies are needed to address this relationship that include both anxiety
disorder and normal control groups. Method: The first- (n = 239) and second-degree relatives (n = 1,266) of clinically
referred boys with ADHD (n = 49), clinically referred boys with anxiety disorder (n = 46), and controls who have never
been psychiatrically ill (NP! controls) (n = 37) were assessed with structured interview and diagnosed according to
DSM-ilI-R criteria. Lifetime rates of ADHD and anxiety disorder were then compared for relatives in the three proband
groups. Results: Female relatives of ADHD probands had significantly higher rates of anxiety disorder than female
relatives of NPI controls. However, refatives of anxious probands and NPI controls did not differ for ADHD. Furthermore,
no evidence of cosegregation of anxiety disorder with ADHD was found in the relatives of probands in the two patient
groups. Conclusions: ADHD and anxiety may share common risk factors but appear to be independently transmitted
in families. The high rate of anxiety in female relatives of ADHD probands was comparable with that found in relatives
of anxious probands and warrants further investigation. J. Am. Acad. Child Adolesc. Psychiatry, 1996, 35(8):988—996.
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Much of the existing research suggests that attention-
deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and anxiety are
unrelated classes of psychiatric disturbance. Indeed, the
sociodemographic characteristics and associated clinical
features of the two disorders differ in significant ways.
Epidemiological investigations place the prevalence of
ADHD between 6% and 9% of nonreferred children
and adolescents (Anderson et al., 1987; Bird etal.,
1988). Little is known about the prevalence of this
disorder in adults, but 12-month prevalence estimates
in the order of 0.3% have been suggested (see Shaffer,
1994). The majority of those with ADHD are males
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who frequently exhibit severe disturbances of conduct
and mood, learning disabilities, and poor school per-
formance (Anderson et al., 1987; Biederman et al.,
1991b; Bird et al., 1993; Faraone et al., 1993; Hinshaw,
1992; Lahey et al., 1988; Munir et al., 1987). The
disorder is often chronic, with one third to one half
of those affected retaining the diagnosis into adulthood
(Lambert, 1988; Manuzza et al.,, 1991; Weiss et al.,
1985).

By contrast, anxiety disorders are more prevalent
than ADHD in both nonreferred adules (15%) (Regier
et al.,, 1990) and children (8% to 21%) (Anderson
et al., 1987; Kashani et al., 1987, 1988). Also, anxiety
disorders are more prevalent among adult women (Re-
gier et al., 1990) but show a roughly equal sex distribu-
tion during youth (Anderson et al., 1987, Bird et al.,
1988). Furthermore, depression is more commonly
associated with anxiety than with behavior disturbances
(Anderson et al., 1987; Bird et al., 1993; Costello,
1989; Last et al., 1992; Werry et al., 1987). This may
account for the generally favorable psychiatric outcomes
observed over time in anxious children (Cantwell and
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