
 

Researchers urge caution in prescribing
commonly used drug to treat ADHD
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Children with ADHD find it more difficult to focus and to complete their
schoolwork. Credit: public domain image

Authors of new Cochrane Review remain uncertain about effect of
widely used medicine on ADHD symptoms, despite large amount of
research. Some evidence of increased sleeplessness and loss of appetite
leads researchers to encourage more caution in use of methylphenidate.
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The Cochrane Library publishes one of the most comprehensive
assessments to date on the benefits and harms of a widely prescribed
drug used to treat Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).

ADHD is one of the most commonly diagnosed childhood disorders and
can continue through adolescence into adulthood. Symptoms include
difficulty focusing attention and remaining "on task", excessively
impulsive behaviour, and extreme hyperactivity. It is estimated to affect
about 5% of children, and diagnosis is based on clinical judgement
rather than objective diagnostic markers.

Methylphenidate, more commonly known by its brand names - Ritalin®,
Concerta®, Medikinet®, and Equasym®, amongst others - has been
used to treat ADHD for more than 50 years. A team of Cochrane
researchers has carefully evaluated and summarized the findings from all
of the available randomized trials of this widely used drug.

This new Cochrane Review includes data from 185 randomized
controlled trials involving more than 12,000 children or adolescents. The
studies were conducted mainly in the US, Canada, and Europe, included
males and females from ages 3-18, and all compared methylphenidate
with either a dummy pill or no intervention.

When researchers combined data from identified trials, they found that
methylphenidate led to modest improvements in ADHD symptoms,
general behaviour, and quality of life. Analysis of adverse effects
showed that children were more likely to experience sleep problems and
loss of appetite while taking methylphenidate. However, the researchers'
confidence in all results was very low: it was apparent from assessing the
included trials that it would have been possible for people involved in the
trials to have been aware of which treatment the children were taking. In
addition, the reporting of results was not complete in many of the trials,
and for some analyses there was variation among trial results.
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Based upon this information, the researchers urge clinicians to be
cautious in prescribing methylphenidate, and to weigh up the benefits
and risks more carefully.

The team of 18 researchers was led by Professor Ole Jakob Storebø,
Clinical Psychologist from the Psychiatric Research Unit in Region
Zealand, Denmark. He says, "This review highlights the need for long-
term, large, better-quality randomized trials so that we can determine the
average effect of this drug more reliably."

Co-author Camilla Groth MD added, "This review shows very limited
quality evidence for the effects of methylphenidate on children and
adolescents with ADHD. Some might benefit, but we still don't know
which patients will do so. Clinicians prescribing methylphenidate must
take account of the poor quality of the evidence, monitor treatment
carefully, and weigh up the benefits and adverse effects."

Another co-author, Dr Morris Zwi, Consultant Child & Adolescent
Psychiatrist added, "This evidence is important for health professionals
and parents of children with ADHD. Our expectations of this treatment
are probably greater than they should be, and whilst our review shows
some evidence of benefit, we should bear in mind that this finding was
based on very low-quality evidence. What we still need are large, well-
conducted trials in order to clarify the risks versus the benefits for this
widely used treatment."

The researchers have also urged that clinicians and families should not
rush to discontinue using methylphenidate. Dr Zwi added, "If a child or
young person has experienced benefits without experiencing adverse
effects, then there may be good clinical grounds to continue using it.
Patients and their parents should discuss any decision to stop treatment
with their health professional before doing so."
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An abridged version of the Cochrane Review will appear in the BMJ
later this week.

  More information: "Methylphenidate for children and adolescents
with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)." Storebø OJ,
Ramstad E, Krogh HB, Nilausen TD, Skoog M, Holmskov M, Rosendal
S, Groth C, Magnusson FL, Moreira-Maia CR, Gillies D, Buch
Rasmussen K, Gauci D, Zwi M, Kirubakaran R, Forsbøl B, Simonsen E,
Gluud C. CRG: Developmental, Psychosocial and Learning Problems
Group. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews 2015, Intervention
review. DOI: 10.1002/14651858.CD009885.pub2

Provided by Wiley

Citation: Researchers urge caution in prescribing commonly used drug to treat ADHD (2015,
November 25) retrieved 20 April 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2015-11-urge-
caution-commonly-drug-adhd.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD009885.pub2
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2015-11-urge-caution-commonly-drug-adhd.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2015-11-urge-caution-commonly-drug-adhd.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

