
Three of the most common developmental differences in pediatrics are attention defi cit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), anxiety, 
and autism spectrum disorders (ASD). Research has shown that these conditions have exceptional genetic overlap.1 In some 
studies, up to 80 percent of children with autism also have ADHD.2 In addition, at least 40 percent of children with autism also have 
anxiety.3 Individuals with any or all of these conditions may show impairments in self-regulation, which involves knowing when 
to initiate, sustain and shift activities and thoughts. They may also show other impairments in executive functioning, involving 
planning, strategizing, and organizing. Although autism, ADHD and anxiety have signifi cant overlap, it is important to understand 
their differences as these will guide functional and pharmacological treatments.

ADHD
The core features of ADHD are poor impulse control and diffi  culties with attention. Those with ADHD can generally be divided 
into two categories. The fi rst category is comprised of hyperactive and impulsive individuals who predominantly exhibit excessive 
motor activity and talking, and who have diffi  culty being able to stop and think. The second group is made up of individuals who 
predominantly have diffi  culty with attention, are easily distracted, have a short attention span and may have diffi  culty fi nishing a 
task. It is common for children to fall into both groups as they can be hyperactive, impulsive and easily distracted.

ANXIETY
Anxiety is a feeling of fear or apprehension. There are many diff erent subtypes of anxiety, such as specifi c fears and phobias, 
separation anxiety, fear of crowds, and post-traumatic stress disorder. The type of anxiety that individuals experience can shift from 
one type to another as they go through diff erent developmental phases. Anxiety is not always as obvious as other developmental 
diff erences because it is an internal challenge. Given this fact, children and adults often present anxiety in less conspicuous ways. 
Some common symptoms of anxiety are a feeling of internal distress, headaches, throat discomfort, breathing problems, tummy 
aches, and bowel or bladder changes. The most common symptom of anxiety is avoidance of the anxiety trigger. For example, an 
individual who is afraid of dogs would avoid dogs at all costs. If the individual is successful in avoiding the trigger, anxiety symptoms 
may be hidden, but the anxiety is no less real or impairing.
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