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Article history: Patients with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) suffer not only from inability
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phenomenon is called “hyperfocusing”. Previous literature about hyperfocusing is scarce
and relies mainly on case reports. The study aimed to investigate and compare the severity
of hyperfocusing in adult ADHD with and without psycho-stimulant use. ADHD (DSM-IV-
TR) patients either psycho-stimulant naive (n=53) or on psycho-stimulants (n=79) from

Keywords: two ADHD clinics were recruited. The control group (n=65) consisted of healthy univer-
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sity students. A socio-demographic form, the Beck Depression Inventory, the Wender-Utah
Rating Scale, the Adult ADHD Self- Report Scale and the Hyperfocusing Scale were applied
to the participants. There was no difference between total Hyperfocusing Scale and Adult

ADHD Self- Report Scale scores of two patient groups, but both have higher scores than
controls (p<0.001). Hyperfocusing is higher in adult ADHD and there was no difference
between stimulant-naive patients or patients on stimulants. Hyperfocusing can be defined

as a separate dimension of adult ADHD.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is characterized by problems of attention, overactivity and impulsivity
which begin in early childhood and last for lifelong. ADHD is a heterogeneous syndrome with unknown etiology and preva-
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lence of ADHD is reported as 3-5% in children and adolescents. In adults, the prevalence of ADHD is not known, however
the estimated prevalence of ADHD in adults was reported as 3.4-4.4% (Fayyad et al., 2007; Kessler et al., 2006) and ADHD
symptoms were reported to persist in almost half of the childhood cases (Kessler et al., 2010). Psychiatric comorbidities
such as depression, anxiety disorders, alcohol and substance use disorders, bipolar disorder are common in adult ADHD
(Fayyad et al., 2007; Simon, Czobor, Balint, Mészaros, & Bitter, 2009; Verbeeck, 2003). Current diagnostic criteria for ADHD
are appropriate for childhood, however there is no consensus about the diagnostic criteria for adult ADHD (Adler & Cohen,
2004). Several instruments for the screening of adult ADHD have been developed and diagnostic criteria have been suggested
as associated research increased in the last decade (Adler & Cohen, 2004; Kessler et al., 2005). In the recent diagnostic criteria
by American Psychiatric Association (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, DSM-5, 2013), the number of
the criteria needed for the diagnosis of adult ADHD has been decreased (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). However,
there was no change in terms of clinical features.

Patients with ADHD usually have difficulty of focusing and this has been the main concern in the diagnostic criteria.
Besides, previous research highlighted the deficiency of the Navon effect, which is an automatic tendency to process the global
picture prior to local details when processing compound patterns, in both children and adult ADHD patients (Kalanthroff,
Naparstek, & Henik, 2013; Song & Hakoda, 2012; Song & Hakoda, 2015). In other words, patients with ADHD experience
excessive local interference effect and/or lack of global processing such that they cannot stay focused on the big picture and
they drown in the details.

“Hyperfocusing” is defined as a clinical phenomenon of “locking on” to a task in patients with ADHD who have a difficulty
of shifting their attention from one subject to another, especially if the subject is about their interests (Conner, 1994).
Hyperfocusing was mentioned as a state resembling a “hypnotic spell”, according to the subjective experiences of the cases
with ADHD (Brown, 2005). It may occur during activities with different modalities like visions, tasks or voices. Individuals
usually report hyperfocusing during interactive, operative activities in which they are interested. Moreover, hyperfocused
individuals neglect things other than the condition they are already focused on. Patients with ADHD are reported to be
stuck in the activities that they are interested and they keep on doing these things for hours while they lose interest in their
surroundings. The literature about hyperfocusing indicates that it appears especially while watching TV or using computer
(Conner, 1994; Doyle, 2006). The patients with ADHD usually report that they cannot understand how the time passes.
During hyperfocusing, the individuals state that they are aware of the things that they ignore, however they cannot give up
what they are doing (Brown, 2005; Conner, 1994). Although it is not present in current diagnostic systems, impaired time
management is also accepted as an accessory symptom in adult ADHD and has been assessed by some clinical instruments
(Adler & Cohen, 2004).

Hyperfocusing is thought to occur on the basis of attention disorder; patients with ADHD have difficulties of focusing
and sustaining, as well as shifting their attention. Therefore, some authors have suggested using “attention disorder” instead
of “attention deficit” for defining the attention problem in ADHD (Doyle, 2006). When taken together, both hyperfocusing,
which seems to be a state of increased attention due to heightened motivation, and excessive local interference point out
an “attention disorder” instead of an “attention deficit”. However, hyperfocusing that is frequently reported by patients
in clinical settings has not been scientifically studied. The current literature about hyperfocusing depends mainly on case
reports (Brown, 2005; Fitzsimons, Brookman, Arnholz, & Baker, 2016).

Hyperfocusing is also frequent in healthy population, but this problem seems to be more prevalent and chronic such
that it causes significant dysfunction in patients with ADHD (Conner, 1994). Barkley (1998) observed that adults with ADHD
were in search for activities promoting a state of hyperfocusing that evokes excitement and this situation led to func-
tional impairment. Besides, some authors suggested that hyperfocusing, like hyperactivity and impulsivity, might enhance
creativity although it impairs academic success in patients with ADHD (Flint, 2001; Hallowell & Ratey, 2011; Holmes, 2006).

Additionally, hyperfocusing has also been reported as an adverse effect of psycho-stimulants in these patients. Especially
high doses of methylphenidate may lead to emotional lability and hyperfocusing (Silver, 2004). However, hyperfocusing
due to psycho-stimulant usage relies either on subjective reports of the patients or was not clearly investigated (Solanto &
Wender, 1989).

Although, hyperfocusing has been clinically reported as a frequent phenomenon in ADHD, it is not clearly defined and
not examined as a separate dimension or a symptom in scientific research. Previously, Ozel-Kizil et al. (2013) developed
a questionnaire (Hyperfocusing Scale-HS-Appendix A) for the assessment of the severity of hyperfocusing symptoms in a
non-clinical sample consisting of university students. They reported that hyperfocusing which was evaluated by the HS had
high correlations with other ADHD symptoms like inattention, impulsivity and hyperactivity. However, that study which
was carried out in a non-clinical sample was a preliminary one such that the results did not support hyperfocusing as a
symptom of adult ADHD.

Therefore, the present study was designed in order to evaluate whether hyperfocusing symptoms were present in patients
with adult ADHD and there was a difference in the severity of hyperfocusing in these patients when compared to healthy
controls. Because healthy people may also have hyperfocusing in some extent. The secondary aim of the study was to
compare hyperfocusing symptoms in ADHD patients with or without psycho-stimulant use. Thus, it would be possible to
evaluate whether hyperfocusing occurs due to psycho-stimulant use or an intrinsic part of the syndrome. In addition to that,
the present study could also add on to the validity of the HS in adult patients with ADHD. So, both convergent validity and
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