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     Attention-deficit / hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) typically 

emerges during childhood and consists of two primary 

clusters of symptoms (i.e., inattention and hyperactivity / 

impulsivity). Historically, children with ADHD were expected 

to develop out of the disorder by adolescence.  More 

recent research, however, has demonstrated that such is 

often not the case.  That is, symptoms persist well into 

adulthood for a substantial portion of the population 

(Barkley, 2006).  Compared to the voluminous literature 

with children, much less has been done to investigate the 

nature of the disorder among young adults. Still less is 

known about how the disorder specifically affects 

functioning within a college setting.  

     Prior work has suggested that some internalizing 

problems (e.g., mood disorders, anxiety disorders) may be 

elevated among adults with continuing symptoms of ADHD 

(Klein & Mannuzza, 1991), although such findings have 

been inconsistent (Barkley, 2006).  By contrast, almost no 

research has examined the relationship between ADHD 

symptoms and self-concept.  

     This study examined difficulties pertaining to poor self-

concept, as a function of ongoing ADHD symptomatology 

into young adulthood. It was expected that college students 

with ongoing symptoms of ADHD would demonstrate 

broadly poorer self concept, with difficulties especially in 

areas of functioning most directly related to their 

symptoms.  Those included the areas of academics, 

intellectual ability and relationships with others. 

   

Method 

Participants 

 699 college students (244 men, 455 women). 

 Age: 18 to 24 years (M = 19.07, SD = 1.25).  

 Participants were sampled from the general 

undergraduate student population. 

 

Clinical 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 = 347). 

Self-Concept Assessment 

 Self-Perception Profile for College Students 

(SPPCS; Neeman & Harter, 1986). 

• 13 scales, measuring self-perceived competence  

across multiple areas of college student functioning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Statements were rated using a four-point Likert 

scale. 

• Scale scores consist of average responses across 

items for that scale. 

• Scale scores range from 1 – 4. Higher scores 

indicate higher self-perceived competence in that 

area. 

Results 

          A series of one-way ANOVAs was conducted, using 

the self-perception scales as dependent variables. Results 

indicated significant group differences on 10 of the 13 

scales of the SPPCS. 

 

 

     Compared to college students in the normal group, 

those with symptoms of ADHD produced lower scores on 

the scale assessing global self-worth. They also reported 

lower self-perceived competence in the areas of job 

competence, scholastic competence and intellectual ability.  

They also reported lower self-perceived competence in the 

areas of social acceptance, parent relationships, close 

friendships, romantic relationships, and physical 

appearance.  In addition college students with ongoing 

symptoms of ADHD also reported lower competence in the 

area of morality. 

     By contrast, the two diagnostic groups did not differ in 

the areas of humor, creativity, or athletic competence.   

 

Discussion 

     These results demonstrate a broad and meaningful 

pattern of poorer self-concept among college students with 

continuing symptoms of ADHD. Group differences were 

evident on a broad measure of global self-worth and across 

multiple more specific areas of life functioning. 

     These results provide evidence of poorer self-concept in 

areas directly related to cognitive ability and academics 

(i.e., scholastic competence and intellectual ability), which 

are areas of known weakness for the population with 

ADHD (Barkley, 2006). They also appear to experience 

significant weakness in multiple areas of functioning that 

are more relational in nature (i.e., social acceptance, 

parent relationships, close friendships, romantic 

relationships).  Hence, it is possible that ADHD symptoms 

negatively impact social relations during young adulthood. 

Finally, they also expressed weakness in the area of 

morality, which is likely a function of their difficulties with 

impulsivity, behavioral inhibition and poor behavioral 

control. 

     The current results enrich our understanding of college 

students with continuing ADHD symptoms.  These findings 

allow us to better understand their difficulties within the 

broader context of self-concept.  Results like these 

highlight the broader areas of life functioning which are 

negatively impacted by the disorder.  
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Self-Concept Scores by Diagnostic Group 

Area 
Likely  

ADHD 

Normal  

Control 
F p 

Global Self-Worth 2.60 (0.62) 3.12 (0.59) 33.52 .0001 

Job Competence 2.82 (0.65) 3.13 (0.54) 14.27 .0001 

Scholastic Competence  2.43 (0.63) 2.93 (0.60) 30.68 .0001 

Intellectual Ability 2.60 (0.76) 3.04 (0.62) 20.80 .0001 

Social Acceptance 2.72 (0.73) 3.15 (0.66) 18.15 .0001 

Physical Appearance 2.20 (0.86) 2.60 (0.82) 10.46 .001 

Parent Relations  2.97 (0.89) 3.50 (0.60) 29.69 .0001 

Close Friendships 2.93 (0.88) 3.35 (0.68) 16.00 .0001 

Romantic Relationships 2.10 (0.79) 2.57 (0.84) 14.15 .0001 

Morality 2.80 (0.80) 3.35 (0.59) 35.05 .0001 

Humor 3.32 (0.66) 3.40 (0.54) 0.66 ns 

Creativity 2.60 (0.74) 2.75 (0.67) 2.03 ns 

Athletic Competence 2.55 (0.88) 2.76 (0.84) 2.80 ns 

Note: Standard deviations in parentheses. 
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