
Chapter 8  n  Individuals With Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 259

Etiology of Attention  
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
The precise cause of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder is unknown. To date, no 
single etiological factor has been discovered, although researchers are exploring several 
possibilities, including neurological foundations, hereditary contributions, and envi-
ronmental conditions. As scientists learn more about ADHD, it is likely that multiple 
causes will be identified.

Neurological Dysfunction
Research suggests that neurological dysfunction plays a key role in individuals with 
ADHD. Anatomical differences and imbalances in brain chemistry are being closely 
examined as etiological possibilities (Barkley, 2015b; Floet, Scheiner, & Grossman, 2010; 
Makris, Biederman, Monuteaux, & Seidman, 2009; Mash & Wolfe, 2016; Vaidya & 
Stollstorff, 2008). In recent years, neuroscientists have been able to advance our under-
standing of the functioning of the human brain—particularly as it relates to individuals 
with ADHD. Aided by advances in neuroimaging technology, researchers are using scans 
of the brain such as positron emission tomography (PET), magnetic resonance imag-
ing (MRI), and functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) procedures, as well as 
other techniques, to learn about brain structure and activity. Several regions of the brain, 
specifically the frontal lobes, parts of the basal ganglia, and the cerebellum, appear to 
consistently exhibit abnormalities in persons with ADHD (Barkley, 2015c; Glanzman & 
Blum, 2008; Glanzman & Sell, 2013; Nigg & Barkley, 2014). See Figure 8.1 for regions 
of the brain thought to be affected.

  FIGURE 8.1  Areas of the Brain Suspected of Affecting Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
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