ADHD Versus Anxiety Symptoms: How
They Differ

A child who cannot start homework may be distracted by every sound in the room,

worried about getting the answers wrong, or both. An adult who misses deadlines may
be struggling to organise tasks, avoiding work that feels threatening, or managing years

of accumulated stress. ADHD versus anxiety symptoms can be difficult to separate

because both may affect concentration, sleep, emotional regulation and daily

functioning.
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The distinction matters because attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and
anxiety can require different clinical approaches. They can also occur together. A careful
assessment looks beyond a checklist of symptoms to understand when difficulties
began, what triggers them, how they appear across settings, and the effect they have

on school, work, relationships and everyday life.

Why ADHD and anxiety can look alike

Both ADHD and anxiety can make it hard to focus. A person may appear restless, forget

appointments, lose track of conversations, procrastinate, or become overwhelmed by
tasks that seem manageable to others. Children may be described as distracted,
oppositional or overly sensitive. Adults may feel they are always behind, despite

considerable effort.

The outward behaviour is not always a reliable guide to the underlying reason. For
example, a student who looks away during class could be following unrelated thoughts
associated with ADHD, worrying about being called on, struggling with a learning

difficulty, not sleeping well, or experiencing a combination of these factors.

Emotional responses can overlap too. Frustration after making a mistake, irritability
when routines change and difficulty settling at night may occur in either condition. This
is why online questionnaires and isolated symptom lists can be useful prompts for

reflection, but cannot establish a diagnosis.

ADHD versus anxiety symptoms: key differences

ADHD is a neurodevelopmental condition. Its core features relate to patterns of
inattention and/or hyperactivity-impulsivity that begin in childhood, even if they are only
recognised later. These patterns are generally evident in more than one area of life and

affect functioning over time.
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Anxiety involves excessive fear, worry or apprehension that can be difficult to control. It
may be focused on particular situations, such as social interaction or separation, or take
the form of more persistent and wide-ranging worry. Physical sensations such as a
racing heart, muscle tension, nausea or feeling on edge can be prominent, although

they are not present for everyone.

What attention difficulties may feel like in ADHD

With ADHD, attention may shift quickly even when the person is not especially worried.
There can be difficulty getting started, sequencing steps, estimating time, remembering
instructions and maintaining effort on tasks that are repetitive or not immediately
engaging. Some people can concentrate deeply on activities that strongly interest them,

then find routine demands unusually hard to begin or complete.

Impulsivity may show up as interrupting, acting before considering consequences,
making quick decisions, or speaking more than intended. Hyperactivity is not limited to
visibly high activity levels. In adolescents and adults, it can feel like internal

restlessness, a need to keep busy, or difficulty relaxing.

The pattern is often longstanding. A parent may recall early concerns about
distractibility, activity level, forgetfulness or emotional reactivity. An adult seeking later-
life assessment may recognise similar difficulties across school years, work roles and

home responsibilities, even if they found ways to compensate.

What concentration difficulties may feel like in anxiety

With anxiety, concentration is often disrupted because attention is pulled towards
threat, uncertainty or anticipated negative outcomes. A person may repeatedly review
conversations, imagine what could go wrong, seek reassurance, avoid decisions or delay

tasks because they fear making an error.

Avoidance is often a useful clinical clue. Someone may be capable of completing a task

but feel unable to approach it when worry is high. Once the source of anxiety reduces,

Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic | Tel: 03 9848 9100 | www.adhd.com.au



https://www.adhd.com.au

their concentration and organisation may improve substantially. That does not rule out

ADHD, but it helps clarify the role anxiety may be playing.

Anxiety can also be episodic. Symptoms may increase around exams, workplace
conflict, health concerns, major changes or social demands. ADHD-related executive
functioning difficulties are more likely to be present across different circumstances,

although stress, sleep and workload can make them more noticeable.

When ADHD and anxiety occur together

Having one condition does not protect someone from the other. Some people with ADHD
develop anxiety after repeated experiences of missed deadlines, criticism, academic
difficulty, social misunderstandings or the effort of trying to keep up with daily

demands. Others have anxiety that makes ADHD traits more difficult to manage.

When both are present, symptoms can pull in different directions. ADHD-related
impulsivity may lead a person to act quickly, while anxiety may make them overthink
the same decision afterwards. A child might want to join an activity but struggle with
the planning and transition involved, then appear reluctant or avoidant. An adult may
postpone an important task due to worry and also find it difficult to organise the steps

needed to complete it.

This overlap means that treatment planning needs to be individualised. Addressing
anxiety without considering executive functioning difficulties may leave practical
barriers unresolved. Equally, focusing only on attention and organisation may overlook

persistent worry, avoidance or physical anxiety symptoms.

What a comprehensive assessment considers

A clinical assessment is not based on one appointment, one school report or a single

screening tool. The process usually brings together developmental history, current

concerns, functional impact and information from relevant settings. For children and
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adolescents, this may include parent input and school-based information where
appropriate. For adults, it may include a detailed history of childhood experiences,

education, employment, relationships and current responsibilities.

Clinicians also consider other explanations for overlapping symptoms. Sleep difficulties,

depression, trauma experiences, autism, learning differences, substance use, medical

conditions and significant life stress can affect attention, mood and behaviour. The goal
is not to assign every difficulty to one label. It is to develop a clinically sound

understanding of what is contributing and what support may be appropriate.

A formal ADHD assessment generally considers whether symptoms were present in

childhood, occur across settings and cause meaningful impairment. Anxiety assessment
considers the nature of fears and worries, physical symptoms, avoidance patterns and
how long these have been present. Where symptoms are complex, assessment may

take more than one consultation.

Signs it may be useful to seek professional

guidance

It may be worth discussing concerns with a GP or qualified mental health professional
when attention, worry, behaviour or emotional distress is persistently affecting learning,
work, relationships or family life. For a child, this could include ongoing difficulty
managing school demands, frequent meltdowns around transitions, avoidance of
activities they would otherwise enjoy, or a marked change in confidence. For an adult, it
may involve chronic disorganisation, escalating worry, difficulty maintaining routines, or

feeling exhausted by the effort required to manage ordinary tasks.

The timing and context are important. Sudden changes in concentration or behaviour
warrant consideration of current stressors, health and sleep, rather than an assumption
that ADHD is the cause. Conversely, a person who has always struggled but has reached

a point where their usual strategies no longer work may benefit from a structured
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assessment.

For people in Melbourne, in-person assessment may be one option; telehealth can also
support access for eligible clients elsewhere in Australia, depending on clinical needs
and appointment suitability. A GP or specialist can advise on referral pathways.
Medicare rebates may be available for eligible psychological services when a person has

an appropriate referral and Mental Health Care Plan.

Support starts with a clearer picture

Support for ADHD may include psychological strategies for planning, organisation,
routines, emotional regulation and behaviour, alongside medical review where
indicated. Support for anxiety commonly includes psychological therapy that helps a
person understand worry patterns, reduce avoidance and build practical coping skills.
When conditions co-occur, treatment can be coordinated around the difficulties causing

the greatest impact first, while still recognising the full picture.

For parents, it can help to describe specific observations rather than trying to decide
which diagnosis fits: when the difficulty occurs, what happens beforehand, how long it
has been present and what helps. Adults can do the same by noting patterns across
work, home and earlier life. Clear information gives a clinician a stronger starting point

than self-diagnosis alone.

Feeling uncertain about whether symptoms reflect ADHD, anxiety or both is common. A
thoughtful assessment can replace guesswork with an informed understanding and a

practical path for next steps.

For more information

Call (03) 9848 9100
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