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     Attention-deficit / hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 

typically begins during childhood. The primary symptoms 

form two clusters, referred to as inattention and 

hyperactivity / impulsivity. The disorder was previously 

believed to resolve by adolescence in most all cases. More 

recent research, however, has demonstrated that for a 

substantial portion of the population the disorder continues 

well into adulthood (Barkley, 2006). Little is known about 

the manifestation of the disorder in adulthood, and still less 

is known about how the disorder affects the functioning of 

young adults in a college setting. 

     During childhood, ADHD is associated with a variety of 

conduct problems, owing primarily to difficulties with 

impulsivity and poor behavioral inhibition (Loeber, Burke, 

Lahey, Winters, & Zera, 2000).  A small but growing 

literature has begun to investigate the increased risk for 

conduct problems, as the disorder persists into adulthood.  

Even so, very little research has focused on associated 

conduct problems specifically among young adults 

attending college. 

     This study assessed conduct problems within the 

context of college student life, as a function of ongoing 

ADHD symptomatology. Students reporting symptoms of 

ADHD were expected to manifest, to a greater degree than 

a normal comparison group, multiple indicators of conduct 

problems and externalizing behaviors, including certain 

legal offenses. 

 

Method 

Participants 

 701 college students (244 men, 457 women). 

 Age: 18 to 24 years (M = 19.06, SD = 1.24).  

Recruited from among the general college student 

population. 

Diagnostic Assessment 

Current Symptoms Scale (CSS; Barkley & Murphy, 

2006).  

 Based on normative data and author 

recommendations, those scoring greater than 1.5 SD 

above the mean on ADHD symptom scales were 

classified as having “likely ADHD.” Those scoring at 

or below the mean were classified as “normal 

control.” Others were excluded. 

 Final diagnostic groups: 

Likely ADHD (n = 53). 

Normal Control (n = 349). 

Conduct Problem Measures 

     Participants completed survey items indicating the 

frequency with which they had engaged in the following 

activities since entering college, using a four-point scale (0 

= Never, 1 = Once, 2 = Twice, or 3 = More than twice). 

 Drug and alcohol offenses: 

 Been charged with or arrested for drinking and driving. 

 Sold illegal drugs to others. 

 Given illegal drugs to others. 

 Sold my prescription medication to others. 

 Given my prescription medication to others. 

 Other offenses: 

 Speeding. 

 Reckless driving. 

 Cheated on a quiz or exam. 

 Plagiarized or copied academic work. 

 Stolen something. 

 Gotten into a physical fight. 

 Received college disciplinary action. 

 

Results 

     Compared to the normal group, students with ongoing 

symptoms of ADHD were more likely to both sell and give 

away illegal drugs, as well as their own prescription 

medications. Those with symptoms of ADHD were also 

more likely to have been charged with or arrested for 

drinking and driving. Regarding academic work, they were 

more likely to cheat on examinations, as well as to 

plagiarize or copy the work of others. They were also more 

likely to have engaged in theft, compared to the normal 

group. 

      Students with ADHD symptomatology were also more 

likely to have received college disciplinary action. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

     College students with ongoing ADHD symptomatology 

reported higher frequencies of multiple conduct problems, 

compared to students without the disorder. Those included 

multiple drug and alcohol offenses, including some with 

the potential for serious legal ramifications. Ongoing 

ADHD symptomatology was also associated with 

increased acts of academic dishonesty and theft. Those 

with ADHD symptoms also evidenced greater likelihood of 

coming into contact with the college judicial system. 

     Closer inspection of the actual data revealed interesting 

patterns. Those with ADHD symptoms were more likely to 

be repeat offenders with regards to stealing and academic 

cheating. Those who sold or gave away their prescription 

medications typically indicated either stimulants or narcotic 

pain medications (i.e., controlled substances with abuse 

potential and street value). The most common reasons for 

college disciplinary action included alcohol violations and 

disorderly conduct. 

     These findings are consistent with the literature 

demonstrating increased risk for conduct problems among 

children with ADHD (Loeber et al., 2000). These findings 

increase our understanding of the ways in which ADHD-

related conduct problems manifest among young adults 

within a college setting. 
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Other Offenses by Diagnostic Group 

Conduct Problem Likely ADHD 
Normal 

Control 
F p 

Speeding 0.35 (0.77) 0.20 (0.55) 3.20 .07 

Reckless Driving 0.02 (0.14) 0.02 (0.13) 0.01 ns 

Cheating 1.25 (1.35) 0.76 (1.11) 8.31 .004 

Plagiarism 0.57 (1.06) 0.18 (0.63) 13.95 .0001 

Stealing 1.41 (1.30) 0.44 (0.92) 44.15 .0001 

Physical Fighting 0.39 (0.80) 0.22 (0.64) 2.97 .08 

College Disciplinary Action 0.35 (0.74) 0.18 (0.50) 4.43 .03 

Note: Standard deviations in parentheses. 

Drug and Alcohol Offenses by Diagnostic Group 

Conduct Problem Likely ADHD 
Normal 

Control 
F p 

Drinking and Driving 0.02 (0.14) 0.00 (0.00) 6.87 .009 

Selling Illegal Drugs 0.57 (1.08) 0.17 (0.67) 13.23 .0001 

Giving Away Illegal 

Drugs 
0.82 (1.28) 0.30 (0.86) 14.11 .0001 

Sold Prescription 

Medication 
0.39 (0.98) 0.01 (0.18) 42.39 .0001 

Given Away Prescription 

Medication 
0.39 (0.98) 0.02 (0.15) 44.14 .0001 

Note. Standard deviations in parentheses. 


