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Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (AD/HD), only recently diagnosed in adults, 

usually is treated by medication and coaching. This article presents a psychoanalytic 

treatment of an AD/HD patient, taking account of the development of self-regulation in 

terms of interactive social exchanges, as well as neurobiologically based factors. The 

patient's gains in cognition and affect management opened the way for development of 

empathic capacity after the therapist began integrating ideas and methods from the 

AD/HD theoretical literature with Beebe and Lachmann's (1994, 1998) model of self- 

and mutual regulation. The key idea from the AD/HD research (Barkley, 1997b) is that 

the disorder is at root a deficit in the capacity to inhibit response to internal and 

external stimuli long enough to allow time for reflection, affect management, planning, 

and other executive functions that neuroscience links with the prefrontal cortex and 

other areas of the brain. 
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The author suggests that a multifaceted approach is optimal in the assessment of 

children who meet criteria for AD/HD. The diagnosis of AD/HD is often discounted by 

psychoanalysts because it is purely descriptive and behavioral, but it can be understood 

in psychoanalytic terms as a disturbance in ego functioning, namely in the synthetic, 

integrative function. The impact of this disturbance on development and its 

reverberation with dynamics, both intrapsychic and familial, create complex and highly 

individualized clinical presentations that evolve as development proceeds. 

Psychoanalytically informed evaluation and treatment recommendations are optimal, 

because enlightened psychoanalysts can integrate the multiple contributions to the 

clinical picture and craft an appropriate and balanced approach to help the child and the 

family toward progressive development. Such an approach may include medication, 

parent counseling, remediation, and psychoanalytic psychotherapy or psychoanalysis. 
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A neuropsychoanalytic sketch of attention deficit disorder (ADD) is presented. The 

syndrome is defined in terms of its core symptoms, and discussed from the perspective 

of etiology, pathogenesis, diagnosis, differential diagnosis, and treatment. Also unique 

is the effort to describe the patient's inner experiences and begin to map these onto the 

external perspective of what is happening psychologically and neurologically, that is, 

inside the patient's brain (chemically, anatomically, and neurophysiologically). A 

number of speculations are thus created regarding the role of the executive control 

network (ECN), particularly, that of the basal ganglia, cerebellum, anterior cingulate, 

and those parts of the ECN that are responsible for such things as cognitive shifting 

between low-level routine information processing modes and those used for high-level 

processing applicable for sensitive or complex analysis. The effects of trauma on the 

tagging of memories are also considered. In this manner the research of Shevrin et al., 

Posner and Raichle, Gedo, Levin, and a number of others integrating mind and brain is 

brought to bear on an illness with known cognitive and personality disordering. This 

paper complements a companion paper on the subject of learning disability (Orenstein 

and Levin, in press). 
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AD/HD may be overlooked as well as too zealously and concretely overdiagnosed. When 

this condition is properly identified, it is most fruitfully understood in a balanced 

manner that is integrated with an appreciation of its inevitable shaping influence on the 

patient's perceptions, self-experience, and psychodynamic constellation, including 

central unconscious fantasies. This exploration is necessarily multifaceted: the patient's 

internal experience of states of distractibility, impulsivity, and hyperactivity, their 

incorporation in unconscious fantasies, and their employment in the service of both 

self-punitive urges and defenses against the "unpleasure" (Brenner, 1982) associated 

with psychic conflicts. Psychoanalysts are in a unique position to grasp these complex 

relationships. Familiarity with diagnostic issues, the developmental impact of AD/HD, 

common difficulties such patients present in treatment, and typical countertransference 

responses will enrich their psychoanalytic work. Interrelationships between AD/HD and 

the patient's psychic world are presented as they arose in the analysis of a child and an 

adult. 
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It is estimated that as many as 5 million children in America are being medicated with 

psycho-stimulants for attention deficit disorder (ADD) and/or attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Parents frequently seek psychotherapy for their child up 

to one and a half years after medication has been tried due to a high degree of 

symptom recidivism. The parents should be engaged in the therapeutic work, if at all 

possible. An intricate web begins to unfold as the current parent-child relationship 

resonates with the parents' relationship with their own parents, siblings and childhood 

experiences. Working with the parents is essential if one is going to know anything 

about the cross-generational dynamics involved and if real and helpful change is going 

to occur. Conscious and unconscious parent-child dynamics of hyperactive behaviour in 

children are discussed. A clinical case illustration is described. Alternatives to 

medicating children are also described. 
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Research findings and review articles in the neurosciences relevant to AD/HD are 

surveyed. Summaries of results in the areas of attention and executive control, 

learning, and neural plasticity and memory suggest that, as hypothesized, AD/HD is an 

apt field for the interdigitation of psychoanalysis, neuroscience, and cognitive 

psychology. Two case reports of adult AD/HD patients demonstrate the intricacy of the 

clinical picture. 

 


