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ADHD Meds and Pediatric Heart Screenings: The 2008 AHA Recommendations

On Monday, April 21, the American Heart Association released a report detailing the new recommendations for children and teens considering treatment with ADHD stimulant medication. The last such report, in 1999, did not recommend any specific cardiovascular screening in such cases.

Since that time, growing concerns over side effects of medications -particularly those that our children may be taking- as well as the increasing numbers of ADHD medication prescriptions have prompted a second look.

The issues:

· ADHD medications can potentially raise heart rate and blood pressure. They also may increase the risk of more serious heart complications, including sudden cardiac death, particularly in those with an underlying heart problem. The exact nature of this risk is currently unknown, however, and it is important to recognize that these medications are generally very safe and the risk of serious complications appears small.
· Studies suggest that 33-42% of pediatric heart patients also have ADHD.

· Reports of some children treated with ADHD medications dying suddenly have fueled concern.

· Although the relative numbers of sudden cardiac death in this population are small, caution is appropriate and screening is reasonable.

What is the screening that is recommended?

Screening includes a full medical history and physical exam and an EKG. Also recommended is a referral to a heart specialist if any concern is uncovered.
Bottom line?

These medications are generally safe. They may increase the risk of serious heart problems, including sudden cardiac death, particularly in those with an underlying heart problem.

And while no treatment can be made entirely risk-free, the American Heart Association has deemed it reasonable and useful to perform cardiovascular screening of children and teens considering ADHD medication.
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