
phenidate, is similar to co-
caine in its pharmacological 
properties. Both up dopa-
mine levels in the brain, and 
both do so by blocking the 
transporter molecule in-
volved in the reuptake of 
dopamine from the synaptic 
cleft. Researchers at the 
Brookhaven National Labo-
ratory have found that Rita-
lin is as potent as cocaine in 
its effect on the dopamine 
system. Methylphenidate, 
however, is cleared more 
slowly from the brain than 
cocaine, which is why it 
isn’t as addictive as cocaine. 
 Thus, Ritalin per-
turbs normal function in the 
brain. In response to this 
perturbation, the brain goes 
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benefits, alternatives, and 
time frames of use. What 
we do know for certain 
about individuals who re-
ceive a mental health or 
psychiatric diagnosis is that 
they generally experience 
relationship difficulties. 
Unlike medication use, 
improving the important 
relationships in your life is 
a low risk, high benefit 
endeavor for “the mental 
health patient” or the 
“average Joe.”  
 Please join us for 
this years annual confer-
ence: The Relationship 
Solution, February 8-
10, 2007.  

Editor’s Note 
By: Amanda Keating 

Science and Drugs for ADHD 
By: Robert Whitaker  

  The Florida Adle-
rian Society is very excited 
to have another article by 
Robert Whitaker featured 
in the FAS newsletter. 
Robert recently presented 
at the South Carolina Con-
ference of Adlerian Psychol-
ogy and delighted confer-
ence goers with his presen-
tation regarding the effects 
of psychotropic medication. 
Certainly, many of us know 
families, parents, and indi-
viduals who are struggling- 
feeling lost, distressed, or 
discouraged without an idea 
of how to improve their 
circumstances.  We may 
find ourselves in that posi-
tion as well. In my personal 

experience, I find that par-
ents consider the use of psy-
chotropic medication for 
their children when they feel 
the alternatives are unrealis-
tic, unsavory, or absent.   
 Sadly, when psycho-
tropic medications are used, 
they are often not a “cure 
all” to the concerns of loved 
ones. Psychotropic medica-
tions are, at best, a tool. Like 
any tool, the way in which it 
is used can vary. A chisel can 
be used to make a beautiful 
sculpture. It can also be used 
to scratch the paint on 
someone’s car.  When con-
sidering psychotropic medi-
cation use, individuals should 
consider in advance the risks, 

 At least in theory, 
the use of medications for 
any disorder should be 
based on a scientific under-
standing of the drug’s effi-
cacy and its risks. It is also 
helpful if science has been 
able to determine, to at 
least some degree, the bio-
logical nature of the disor-
der, and the drug’s mecha-
nism of action. Together, 
this scientific information 
should provide doctors 
with a rationale for the use, 
or non-use, of the drugs. 
Thus, a review of the scien-
tific literature should help 
answer questions about the 
wisdom of using Ritalin and 
other stimulants to treat 
children diagnosed with 
ADHD. 

The biology of ADHD 
 While there have 
been claims made that 
ADHD is due to a chemical 
imbalance, there is no scien-
tific evidence that shows that 
to be true. There is no bio-
logical test for ADHD; the 
diagnosis, of course, is based 
on an observation of a child’s 
behavior. Thus, all science 
today can tell us is this: 
There is no known biological 
abnormality in children diag-
nosed with ADHD. 

 
Ritalin’s mechanism of 
action 
 It is now well under-
stood that Ritalin, which is 
the trade name for methyl-
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through a series of compen-
satory adaptations. Since 
Ritalin interferes with the 
normal reuptake of dopa-
mine, and thus has the effect 
of at least temporarily upping 
the amount of this chemical 
messenger, the brain tones 
down its whole dopaminergic 
system. Neurons both re-
lease less dopamine and 
down-regulate (or decrease) 
their number of dopamine 
receptors. As part of this 
adaptation process, notes 
Steven Hyman, former direc-
tor of the NIMH, there are 
also changes in intracellular 
signaling pathways and gene 
expression. After a few 
weeks, the patient’s brain, 
Hyman wrote in 1995, is 
functioning in a manner that 
is “qualitatively as well as 
quantitatively different from 
the normal state.” 
 In other words, 
Ritalin and other ADHD 
drugs cause the brain to 
function in an abnormal man-
ner. And given that under-
standing, we can now prop-
erly phrase the therapeutic 
question: Does this perturba-
tion of normal function help 
or harm children? 

 

Efficacy studies 
 In September 2005, 
a research group set up by 
12 states, known as the Drug 

Effectiveness Review Project 
at Oregon State University, 
reported that they had con-
ducted a meta-analysis of 
2,287 studies of ADHD 
drugs. The group basically 
looked at all the studies of 
ADHD drugs that had been 
done anywhere in the world 
during the past 30 years. 
Based upon this exhaustive 
review, the group concluded 
that that there is no “good 
quality evidence on the use 
of drugs to affect outcomes 
relating to global academic 
performance, consequences 
of risky behaviors, social 
achievements, etc.” In other 
words, even though we have 
been using these drugs for 
more than 30 years, there is 
no good scientific evidence 
that they  improve the very 
behavioral symptoms they 
are said to target. At least in 
the aggregate, there is no 
reason to believe that the 
drugs provide a long-term 
benefit to children so medi-
cated.  

  
Risks of Ritalin and other 
ADHD drugs 
 Given that Ritalin 
and other ADHD drugs per-
turb normal function, we 
should expect that they will 
cause a wide range of ad-
verse effects. Physical side 
effects may include cardio-
vascular problems, nervous-

ness, insomnia, weight loss, 
and facial tics. It is also now 
fairly well established that 
chronic administration of 
Ritalin and other ADHD 
drugs may cause cognitive 
impairment, a dulling of 
emotions, social isolation, 
obsessive-compulsive be-
haviors, psychosis and ma-
nia. Finally, there is reason 
to be concerned that these 
drugs may cause the brain 
to shrink  over the long-
term, and that they may 
damage the dopamine sys-
tem permanently, such that 
children who have been so 
medicated will be more 
likely to be depressed as 
adults, or will not be able to 
feel as much “joy” as they 
would otherwise, since do-
pamine is the brain’s reward 
system. The Drug Effective-
ness Review Project noted 
that, in fact, there is “no 
evidence of long-term safety 
of drugs used to treat 
ADHD in young children” 
or “adolescents.” 

  

Conclusion 
 Thus, from a scien-
tific viewpoint, here’s what 
we can say about ADHD 
and the drug we use to 
treat this disorder. There is 
no known biological abnor-
mality in children so diag-
nosed. Ritalin and other 
ADHD drugs “perturb” 
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normal neurotransmitter 
activity in the brain, and in 
response the brain under-
goes a compensatory adap-
tation that leaves it func-
tioning in an abnormal man-
ner. There is no good evi-
dence that the drugs pro-
vide a benefit, in terms of 
improving the child’s behav-
ior, over the long-term.. 
The drugs may cause a host 
of physical and psychiatric 
problems, and there is rea-
son to be concerned that 
the drugs, over the long-
term, may cause permanent 
changes in the brain. 
 In short, this is a 
scientific record of a para-
digm of care that is doing 
harm. There is no scientific 
rationale for the wide-
spread use of these drugs, 
and thus we can only con-
clude that this is a paradigm 
of care that serves other 
interests. It certainly brings 
profits to drug companies, 
and perhaps parents and 
school teachers find the 
drugs beneficial because the 
children, with their behav-
ior dampened by the drugs, 
become more manageable. 
But, given what science tells 
us about how the drugs 
affect the brain and how 
they affect children over 
time, we should not pre-
tend it is for their benefit. 
 

1. Volkow, N. (1995). Is methylphenidate like cocaine? Studies on their pharmacokinetics and distribution in the human brain. Arch Gen Psychiatry 52: 456-463. 
 

2. In this paper, Hyman was providing a model for how all psychotropic drugs work. A drug perturbs a neurotransmitter system, and the brain then tries to 
compensate for this perturbation. Hyman S. (1996). Initiation and adaptation: A paradigm for understanding psychotropic drug action. American Journal of 
Psychiatry 153 (151-161.) 
 
3. The report can be accessed on the Internet at: www.ohsu.edu/drugeffectiveness/reports/final.cfm 
 
4. For a review of whether the drugs may cause brain shrinkage, see Leo, J. (2003), Broken brains of flawed studies? A critical review of ADHD neuroimaging 
research. The Journal of Mind and Behavior,  24:29-56. Research on rats is raising the concern that ADHD drugs may permanently damage the brain’s reward 
system. See Carlezon, W. (2003). Enduring biological effects of early exposure to methylphenidate in rats. Biol psychiatry 54(12):1330-7. 



Bibliotherapy as a Useful Tool 
By: Cameron W. Meredith, Ph.D  
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enting skill. The charts and 
tables are well done. My cli-
ents have already found the 
book very helpful in improving 
relationships. 
 I am also interested 
in books written by non-
Adlerians which seem to be 
Adlerian. Dale Carnegie’s 
book How To Win Friends 
and Influence People was writ-
ten in 1936. The newer ver-
sion, How to Win Friends and 
Influence People for Teenage 
Girls, is an excellent resource. 
Dale Carnegie through out 
the book quotes Adler. Adler 
was in NYC from 1930 to 
1937. I can’t prove it but my 
guess is that he interviewed 
Adler several times and was 
influenced by his book What 
Life Should Mean to You. The 
summary of his first chapter 
was “Don’t critique, condemn 
or complain.” The summary of 
his second chapter was, “Give 
honest and sincere apprecia-

 I have found bib-
liotherapy therapy to be 
very useful in helping cli-
ents with their journey to 
better mental health and 
happiness and to improving 
their relationships with the 
important people in their 
lives. I am constantly on 
the lookout for books and 
handouts which mix will 
with the principles and 
practices of Adlerian psy-
chology such as encourage-
ment, social interest, and 
cooperation. Books written 
by Adlerians such as Rudolf 
Dreikurs’ Social Equality: 
The Challenge of our 
Times and Adlerian Theory 
by Eva Dreikurs Ferguson 
are available in the FAS 
bookstore and handouts 
are available on-line from 
www.carterandevans. I 
have given thousands away 
over the years. 
 One of the most 

challenging areas is working 
with parents and their rela-
tionships with teenagers. 
Frank Waltons small book 
Winning Teenagers Over has 
been my favorite for years. 
He clearly spells out the dif-
ference between democratic, 
coercive, and permissive par-
enting. William Glasser’s 
more recent book For Par-
ents and Teenagers: Disolving 
the Barrier Between you and 
your Teen, (formerly Un-
happy Teenagers) emphasizes 
friendly, cooperative, and 
respective relations. I re-
cently read and reread Geri 
Carter’s delightful book Par-
enting Today’s Teenager: A 
Guide to Fostering Democ-
racy, Cooperation, and 
Teamwork in your Home. 
The sub-title says it all. Writ-
ten in an easy to understand 
format, it gives readers a 
workable Adlerian theory of 
parenting and plenty of par-

tion” In his book, How to 
Stop Worrying and Start 
Living, his 18th chapter “How 
to cure depression in 14 
days” was taken out of 
Adler’s book. The summary 
was “Forget yourself by be-
coming interested in others. 
Every day do a good deed 
that will put a smile of joy on 
someone’s face” Albert Ellis’ 
book, How to Stubbornly 
Refuse to make yourself Mis-
erable Anytime, yes anytime, 
is very Adlerian. Of course, 
William Glasser’s classic 
book Choice Theory is also ­
­­applicable whether the is-
sues are at home, school or 
the work place. 
 I find Wayne Dyer’s 
books very Adlerian. I re-
cently read his 48th book, 
Inspiration: Your Ultimate 
Calling. I was inspired. I think 
you will find ­­biblothrapy 
therapy inspiring. Happy 
reading! 
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