
ADHD Assessment or Psychological
Assessment? 

A parent may be hearing repeated concerns about concentration, learning or behaviour
at school. An adult may be wondering why deadlines, organisation and emotional
regulation have felt harder than they appear to be for others. In either situation, the
question is often whether an ADHD assessment or psychological assessment is the
more appropriate next step.

The answer depends on the concerns being explored. ADHD can affect attention,
impulse control, activity levels, planning and everyday functioning, but similar
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difficulties can also occur alongside anxiety, low mood, sleep problems, learning
differences, trauma, autism spectrum differences, family stress or medical factors. A
careful assessment process helps clarify the pattern, its history and what support may
be useful.

What is the difference between an ADHD
assessment and a psychological assessment?

An ADHD assessment is a focused clinical process used to investigate whether a
person’s experiences and functional difficulties are consistent with ADHD diagnostic
criteria. It considers how attention, hyperactivity, impulsivity and executive functioning
affect life across settings, such as home, school, work and relationships.

A psychological assessment is a broader term. It may examine emotional wellbeing,
behaviour, cognitive functioning, learning, social development, personality, adjustment
or other mental health and neurodevelopmental concerns. Depending on the referral
question, it can include an ADHD component, or it may focus on a different issue
altogether.

The distinction is not always clear-cut. Someone seeking an ADHD assessment may also
need their anxiety, mood, learning profile or autism-related concerns considered.
Equally, a broader psychological assessment may identify that ADHD warrants further
investigation. The right scope should follow the person’s presentation rather than a label
they have encountered online or through a checklist.

When an ADHD assessment may be appropriate

An ADHD assessment may be worth discussing with a qualified clinician when patterns
of inattention, impulsivity, restlessness or disorganisation have been persistent and are
affecting daily life. For children, this may include difficulty following classroom
instructions, completing schoolwork, waiting their turn, managing transitions or
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regulating strong emotions. These behaviours need to be understood in context,
including developmental stage and the demands placed on the child.

For adolescents, concerns can become more apparent as schoolwork requires greater
independence. Missed deadlines, uneven academic performance, frequent conflict at
home, forgotten commitments and difficulties managing peer relationships can all
prompt a referral. Adolescence can also involve anxiety, depression, sleep changes and
other pressures that deserve careful consideration alongside possible ADHD.

Adults may seek assessment after years of feeling overwhelmed by administration, time
management, household tasks, work demands or emotional reactions. Some recognise
similar patterns after a child is assessed. Others have previously been treated for
anxiety or depression but continue to experience longstanding difficulties with focus,
planning and follow-through. A later-life assessment does not assume that ADHD is
present. It provides a structured opportunity to understand the full clinical picture.

What a comprehensive ADHD assessment usually
involves

A meaningful ADHD assessment is more than a brief questionnaire. Rating scales can
provide useful information, but they are one part of a wider process and should be
interpreted by a clinician alongside a detailed history.

The assessment commonly includes clinical interviews about current concerns,
developmental history, education, employment, relationships, health and daily
functioning. The clinician considers when the difficulties began, whether they have been
present across more than one setting, and how significantly they interfere with life. For
a child or adolescent, information from parents, caregivers and school may be
requested where appropriate. For adults, past school reports, family observations or
other historical information can sometimes assist, particularly when early experiences
are difficult to recall.
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A clinician may also use standardised questionnaires and structured assessment tools.
These help organise information, but no single score establishes a diagnosis in isolation.
The assessment should consider alternative explanations and co-occurring conditions.
For example, chronic sleep disruption can affect attention; anxiety can lead to
avoidance and concentration difficulties; and learning differences may become most
visible when school tasks become more complex.

The outcome may be a diagnostic opinion, recommendations for further assessment, or
a treatment plan focused on the difficulties identified. Sometimes the available
information supports ADHD. Sometimes it points towards another explanation, or
indicates that more information is needed. Each outcome can still provide useful
direction for care.

When a broader psychological assessment is the
better starting point

A psychological assessment may be more suitable when the central concern is unclear
or when several areas of functioning need to be considered together. This can be the
case where a child has difficulties with learning, social interaction, behaviour and
anxiety, or where an adult is experiencing changes in mood, stress tolerance, memory
or work performance without a clear longstanding ADHD history.

A broader assessment can help separate overlapping concerns and identify priorities for
support. It may explore cognitive and learning strengths, emotional factors, behaviour
patterns, family and environmental influences, and possible neurodevelopmental
differences. This is particularly helpful when a person’s challenges do not fit neatly into
one category.

There is a practical trade-off. A tightly focused ADHD assessment can be appropriate
when the referral question and developmental history are reasonably clear. A broader
assessment may take more time and involve additional components, but can be
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valuable where a narrow assessment could miss relevant factors. A clinician can explain
the proposed scope before appointments begin.

Choosing the right assessment for a child, teenager
or adult

It can help to begin with the question, “What are we trying to understand?” Rather than
trying to determine a diagnosis before the appointment, consider the situations that are
causing concern. Is the difficulty mainly attention and organisation? Is it emotional
regulation, school learning, social communication, disruptive behaviour, anxiety, low
mood or a combination?

For children, gathering observations from home and school can provide a more
complete view. A child who appears settled in one environment but struggles in another
may be responding to different demands, supports or stressors. This does not make the
concern less valid. It gives the clinician important context.

For adults, it is useful to reflect on whether the difficulties were present in childhood and
how they have affected education, employment, relationships, finances or home
responsibilities over time. Adults can also bring a list of current medications, relevant
health information and previous reports where available. There is no need to have every
record before making an enquiry, but existing information can be helpful.

Referral, treatment planning and ongoing care

Assessment is generally most useful when it leads to a clear plan. That plan may include
psychological therapy, behavioural strategies, support for parents and caregivers,
school recommendations, workplace adjustments, further medical review or referral to
another health professional. The appropriate pathway depends on the assessment
findings and the person’s goals.
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For ADHD, treatment planning is often multimodal. Psychological support may address
executive functioning, routines, emotional regulation, self-esteem, anxiety or family
stress. Where medication is being considered, assessment and prescribing decisions sit
within the relevant medical and psychiatric care pathway. Communication between
treating professionals, with consent, can help ensure recommendations are coordinated.

People may be referred by a GP, paediatrician, psychiatrist or other allied health
professional, although the best entry point varies. In Australia, some psychological
services may attract Medicare rebates when a person has an eligible referral and Mental
Health Care Plan. Eligibility, rebate arrangements and the services covered should be
confirmed before booking, as assessment and therapy pathways can differ.

Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic provides assessment and therapeutic support for
children, adolescents and adults, with appointments available in Doncaster and through
Australia-wide Zoom telehealth consultations where clinically appropriate. The first
conversation can focus on the concerns prompting the enquiry and the assessment
pathway that may fit them.

A useful place to begin

Seeking clarity does not require certainty about the answer. Bringing a clear description
of what is happening, when it occurs and how it affects daily life gives the assessment
process a sound starting point. From there, careful clinical assessment can move the
focus away from guesswork and towards informed, practical support.

For more information

Call (03) 9848 9100
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