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New research into ADHD is changing our understanding of how it affects
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people and, most tellingly, whom it affects. JOHN McCRONE reports.

A different
outlook
on life

Atleast one ADHD sufferer is
already convinced of the
benefits of Julia Rucklidge’s
controversial micronutrient
capsules, marketed under the
name Empower-Plus.

Tim Webb, a 32-year-old
Christchurch builder, was
another bright spark who
people felt had managed to
fritter away his many
advantages.

their chairs and running round or climbing
trees, they still describe that inner
restlessness. It is a myth that ADHD just
switches off at 18.”

If this is the shape of the disorder, then
what about the treatments?

Rucklidge says methylphenidate and
other stimulant drugs seem to work by
boosting levels of the brain neurotransmitter
dopamine, vital to strong-functioning
attention and frontal lobe memory circuits.
Slow-release formulations raise these areas to
working speed.

However, the drugs do not change the
underlying problem. They can also have side
effects, like stunting growth. And in adults
they often become less effective.

Then there is the concern over diversion,
the fact that methylphenidate is a cocaine-
like stimulant with a black market. “Ritalin
sells for something like $20 a pill. People
grind it up and inject it,” Rucklidge says.
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On the case: Clinical
psychologist Julia Rucklidge
is studying the use of
micronutrient supplement
Truehope’s Empower-Plus
for the treatment of ADHD.

Too slow, too fast. Well, what is normal
anyway? What decides whether these brain
differences are a defect of an individual, a
condition to be treated medically, or of the
societies within which they are supposed to
fit? A big question has been growing bigger
because, as SCT shows, the definition of
ADHD has been spreading. Hyperactivity
was once thought to be a condition affecting
only young boys. The “busy” eight to 12 year
olds who could not control themselves and
were liable to do stupid things such as act up
in class or jump off the garage roof.

The worst cases could be calmed using
the stimulant drug, methylphenidate — better
known by its tradenames such as Ritalin,
Rubifen and Concerta. Or put them on a
special diet, take them off fizzy drinks and
additives, said some. It was a phase, so give
them time and they would grow out of it.

However, over the past decade there has

ADHD about? Dish out strong pills to
grown-ups too?

Marceline Borren, co-ordinator for the
ADHD Association, says if a person has an
illness that comes upon them such as
depression, then of course we would
automatically think in terms of finding a
cure. Yet what if a person is simply a square
peg that society wants to see banged into one
its round holes?

( ohn” is 45 and lives with his wife,
a teacher, and first young child in
a small North Canterbury town.
John found out he has ADHD
only a couple of months ago.
[ddenly it all fell into place,” he says.
“Looking back over my life, it made sense. I
said: ‘Of course.””
John had a tough childhood because his
mother had bipolar depressive illness. But he

both escape and a structure. With his IQ,
John was fast-tracked for promotion. Yet
over the eight years there he kept getting
busted down to private for erratic escapades
such as stealing a taxi in Singapore.

“We had been drinking, me and my two
mates, and we wanted to get into town. The
driver got out to do something, so I jumped
in and drove off.

“It was always like that. I would have an
idea and — bang — I would act on it.
Sometimes it worked out well and a lot of
times it didn’t.”

John says the next 20 years were a roller-
coaster. A lot of drinking and also too much
pot —a way he discovered to self-medicate,
to take the edge off a too-busy brain.
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John did manage to settle with a
steady partner. He also worked his
way up to a sort of career. From
delivering fruit and veg, he became
the despatch manager in charge
of 10 drivers. Yet he found the
job hugely stressful because it
was next to impossible for his
mind to be focused and
disciplined. “At home,
could never organise paying
the bills, or keep up a basic
routine on watering the garden.
Not a chance.”

‘With a struggle, John
handled the detail of his
work, however he was continually
making mistakes. “T got by largely
through my quick wit and winning smile.”

So, outwardly, John’s behaviour was
forever puzzling. A person with so much

Traditional treatment: Rubifen is one of the
main brand pills used in treatment of ADHD in

He is such a believer that he
has continued paying for the
pills, at $240 a month, even now
the trial is over.

“I can afford it because 'm
able to work in fulltime
employment now. I can hope to
geta job as a fireman — I was
never stable enough before.”

Rucklidge cautions it is early
days and Webb’s reaction could
be atypical. Just as food
additives seem to be the key for
a small percentage of ADHD
cases, 5o micronutrients may
only help a few. But there is
encouragement there at least.

Positive change: Tim Webb says
micronutrients have made ahuge
difference to his lifestyle, allowing him
to better interact with his family,
including Tanchoz, 9, and Darius, 14,
above. Photo: IAINMcREGOR

an ADHD child stick out like a sore thumb
in the classroom or mall. And yet, says

classroom or office. And do nothing but
chores that may be, well, intrinsically boring.

nutritionist. The nutritionist told him
farmers gave a broad-based feed supplement
to stressed pigs, so between them they
concocted a human version consisting of 16
minerals, 14 vitamins, three amino acids and
three antioxidants.

Now marketed under the label Truehope
as Empower-Plus, it is being sold as a general
tonic for a variety of mental illnesses. And
not surprisingly has been attacked as pure
quackery.

Rucklidge, originally Canadian, was
brought into it by her former PHd
supervisor.

Despite the risk to her reputation, she felt
the alternative approach — these “pig pills” —
at least deserved a scientific trial.

A first pilot study last year was promising,
although the test was open label so those
taking part knew what they were getting. It
could have been that they talked themselves
into feeling better.
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their ADHD. “They could go into a
vegetative state. It seemed a control method
really.”

He agrees his life with ADHD has been
far from easy. Yet even if he could be made
more normal, would he want to risk being
turned into someone he might not know?

esearchers like Rucklidge are
struggling for the same answers.
How should ADHD be
understood and then does it
need fixing?
In Rucklidge’s case, this has led her into
some dangerous territory academically. She

forgetful. Regardless, it is the inattention that
leads to the disorganisation that can be so
handicapping for adult sufferers, says
Rucklidge. And they will go to all sorts of
lengths to cope.

“One of the most telling questions I can
ask when first meeting a person is: ‘How did
you remember to get here?’ ” she says.

Rucklidge recently asked this of a young
male student. “He replied: ‘Well, I told my
mother about the appointment and asked
her to text me on the day. I also put it in my
email system to have a note in there to make
sure I remembered. Then I also told my
friends to text me to remind me not to

Paying attention sounds straightforward,
but is really quite a complex mental skill, she
says. Every moment we are surrounded by
possible points of focus and distraction. We
are continually juggling urges, making
predictions, ignoring irrelevancies and
keeping check on the execution of plans.

But what if intentions won’t stay in the
head or little things keep catching our eye?
ADHD sufferers complain that as soon as
they walk out of a room to get something, 10
minutes later they will realise they
immediately forgot and got involved in
something else, then something else again.

So to stay focused and task-oriented is a

Rucklidge says ADHD in girls was missed
for along time because they mostly have the
plain inattentive form. Yet the outcomes can
be just as bad.

ADHD can lead to underachievement,
anxiety, depression, and risky behaviours.
High rates of teen pregnancy and substance
abuse are common, she says.

And it is the same story with adults.
“While people are no longer jumping out of

John says it is a relief, if nothing else, to
have confirmation that your troubles can be
put down to a widely shared fact about the
brain.

Just in Christchurch, say the statistics,
there must be some 11,000 adults who
would be classified as having ADHD.

‘Which is another fact about the
condition that ought to make anyone stop to
think.
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