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What are Executive Functions?
Executive functions refer to the cognitive and mental abilities that help peo-
ple get things done. They direct actions, control behavior, and motivate us to 
achieve our goals and prepare for future events.

Executive functioning is an umbrella term describing seven major types of 
self-regulation that control behavior:

 1.  Self-awareness: Simply put, this is self-directed attention.

 2.  Inhibition: Also known as self-restraint.

 3.  Non-verbal Working Memory: The ability to hold things in your 
mind. Essentially, visual imagery—how well you can picture things 
mentally.

 4.  verbal Working Memory: Self-speech, or internal speech. Most 
people think of this as their “inner monologue.”

“It is not that the 
individual does not know 
what to do. It is that 
somehow it does not get 
done.” —Russell Barkley, 
Ph.D.

ADHD and Executive Function Disorder (EFD) 
are tightly linked, but far from synonymous. 

They both make it exceedingly difficult to 
complete tasks and stay organized, but EFD 

impacts nearly all goal-directed behavior.  
Here’s how to tell the difference—and get  

it under control.

by: ThE ADDITUDE ExpERTS

Is It Executive 
Function  
Disorder?



4

from the editors of

Is It Executive 
Function  
Disorder?

 5.  Emotional Self-Regulation: The ability to take the previous four 
executive functions and use them to manipulate your own emotional 
state. This means learning to use words, images, and your own self-
awareness to process and alter how we feel about things.

 6.  Self-Motivation: How well you can motivate yourself to complete a 
task when there is no immediate external consequence.

 7.  planning and problem Solving: Experts sometimes like to think of 
this as “self-play”—how we play with information in our minds to 
come up with new ways of doing something. By taking things apart 
and recombining them in different ways, we’re planning solutions to 
our problems.

These abilities don’t all develop at once, but rather in a sequence—one skill 
building atop the next. All of the executive functions interact with each oth-
er, and impact how we regulate ourselves and our behavior to create positive 
future outcomes.

The back of the brain is where we store information that is already learned. 
The front part of the brain is where we use the information we have learned 
to be socially effective and succeed in life. This prefrontal cortex, a problem 
spot for people with ADHD, mediates executive functioning and it contains 
four major circuits.

 1.  The “what” circuit controls working memory, helping us execute the 
plans, goals, and specific steps needed to complete a project.

 2.  The “when” circuit helps us organize the order in which we complete 
activities, and address timelines.

 3.  The “why” circuit controls emotions—what we think about, and how 
we feel.

 4.  The fourth circuit controls self-awareness of how we are feeling, and 
what is happening to us.

People with ADHD and EFD often have impairments in one or more of 
these circuits and, therefore, demonstrate symptoms that touch memory, 
planning, emotional regulation, and/or social skills.

Up to 90% of kids with 
ADHD also have executive 
function challenges, 
many of which last into 
adulthood.
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What Does Executive Function Disorder Look Like?
Executive functions begin developing by age two, and are fully developed by 
age 30. They allow people to do the following:

 1. Analyze a task

 2.  Plan how to address the task

 3.  Organize the steps needed to carry out the task

 4.  Develop timelines for completing the task

 5.  Adjust or shift the steps, if needed, to complete the task

 6.  Complete the task in a timely way

When a person’s executive functions fail, he has trouble with analyzing, 
planning, organizing, scheduling, and completing tasks. People with execu-
tive function disorder (EFD) commonly lack the ability to handle frustra-
tion, start and finish tasks, recall and follow multi-step directions, stay on 
track, self-monitor, and balance tasks (like sports and academic demands). 

People with EFD often experience time blindness, or an inability to plan 
for and keep in mind future events that aren’t in the near-term. They also 
have difficulty stringing together actions to meet long-term goals. This is not 
an attention problem in the present tense, but rather a sustained attention 
problem. People with EFD also have trouble organizing materials and set-
ting schedules. They will often misplace papers, reports, and other materi-
als for school or work. They might have difficulty keeping track of personal 
items or keeping their home or bedroom organized. Even if they try very 
hard, they will fall short.

People with ADHD often are 30 to 40 percent delayed in development, 
which makes them more likely to act for immediate rewards rather than for 
longer-term goals. 

“Broadly speaking, 
executive function refers 
to the cognitive or mental 
abilities that people need 
to actively pursue goals.” 
—Russell Barkley, Ph.D.
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Signs and Symptoms of Executive Function 
problems in Children
If your child has trouble getting started, can only remember two or three 
sequential steps at a time, struggles with problem solving, or feels over-
whelmed at school, he or she might have an executive function deficit. The 
condition often appears during the transition to middle school, when the 
structure of elementary school disappears, and academic expectations in-
crease. Common signs and symptoms of EFD in children include:

 • Forgetting tasks and homework

 • Trouble starting homework independently

 • Difficulty estimating how long a task will take

 • Being distracted easily

 • Difficulty keeping track of belongings

 • Inability to remember names and other key details

 • Trouble listening to and following instructions

 • Moving on to another task before one is finished

 • Difficulty remembering and following multi-step instructions

 •  Problems understanding roles in multi-part organizations, like 
sports teams

 • Trouble transitioning between tasks

Awareness of these symptoms can help parents set up an early detection sys-
tem so they can seek an evaluation and treatment before a child begins to 
struggle in school.

Signs and Symptoms of Executive Function 
problems in Adults
Executive functions are the skills that adults must master to manage every-
day life. Common signs and symptoms of EFD in adults include:

 • Forgetting to complete tasks

 • Losing track of personal items like keys and cell phones

 • Trouble following conversations

 • Losing train of thought

“Disorganization is 
independent of general 
intelligence. It is quite 
possible for an individual 
to be extremely bright 
on standard measures 
of intelligence and still 
have severe impairments 
of executive functions, 
such as those often seen 
in ADD.” —Thomas E. 
Brown, Ph.D.
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 • Difficulty remembering steps in multi-step processes

 • Inability to remember names

 • Often late

 • Problems breaking big projects into steps

 • Trouble meeting deadlines

 • Difficulty multitasking

 • Forgetting common abbreviations and acronyms

Identifying symptoms can help adults set up external supports to supple-
ment areas where they struggle.

Diagnosing Executive Function Disorder
An EFD evaluation typically begins with an exam to rule out other condi-
tions with similar symptoms. Your primary care physician may refer you to 
a neurologist or audiologist for additional testing. The specialist will consult 
previous medical records, and examine performance at school/work, and 
administer additional tests.

The most common EFD evaluation is the Behavior Rating Inventory of Ex-
ecutive Function (BRIEF), a written survey that kids/young adults, parents, 
and teachers complete to assess executive functioning. It comprises 86 ques-
tions designed to pinpoint the biggest area of difficulty. Additional evalua-
tions include:

 •  Conners 3: a rating scale that evaluates ADHD and EFD using par-
ent, self, and teacher reports

 •  barkley Deficits in Executive Functioning Scale (bDEFS) for 
Adults: Assesses EFD using self and other reports

 •  Comprehensive Executive Function Inventory (CEFI): Compares 
a person to a norm group using parent, teacher, and self-report as-
sessments

The specialist may want to conduct an intelligence test to compare potential 
with actual functioning, and interview the person with executive function 
difficulties.

The Behavior Rating 
Inventory of Executive 
Function (BRIEF) is a 
respected evaluative tool 
that uses a written survey 
administered to children, 
parents, and teachers. 
It’s quick and, most 
important, accurate.
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SCREENER: Does your Child have an 
Executive Function problem?
Working memory, a critical executive functioning skill, is how your child 
stores the information needed to complete tasks. Many children with ADHD 
and learning disabilities have working memory deficits. Take this screener 
to find out whether your child might be at risk.

 1.  You ask your child to go upstairs, straighten his room, and bring his 
laundry down to the basement. He goes upstairs, gets distracted, 
and can’t remember what he was supposed to do.

 * Frequently
 * Sometimes
 * Rarely

 2.  You ask your child to wait while you finish a phone call before he 
tells you something important. By the time you finish, he’s forgotten 
what he wanted to say.

 * Frequently
 * Sometimes
 * Rarely

 3.  Your child forgets to bring home the materials and books needed to 
complete a homework assignment.

 * Frequently
 * Sometimes
 * Rarely

 4.  You ask your child who he played with at school. He remembers 
playing tag, but not the names of the children he played with.

 * Frequently
 * Sometimes
 * Rarely

 5.  Your child misplaces pencils, crayons, workbook, homework pa-
pers, books, and any other item that isn’t attached to her.

 * Frequently
 * Sometimes
 * Rarely
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 6.  During parent teacher conferences, you are told that your child 
doesn’t listen and doesn’t follow instructions.

 * Frequently
 * Sometimes
 * Rarely

 7.  Your child has a hard time retelling a story that you just read to her 
and skips key details.

 * Frequently
 * Sometimes
 * Rarely

 8.  Your child has difficulty staying on task. She is easily sidetracked 
moving from one activity to another, without finishing any of them.

 * Frequently
 * Sometimes
 * Rarely

 9.  Your child has difficulty remembering all the steps required to solve 
a multi-step math or word problem.

 * Frequently
 * Sometimes
 * Rarely

 10.  Your child has difficulty keeping in mind all the elements required 
to participate in a team sport.

 * Frequently
 * Sometimes
 * Rarely

Please see a trained medical or neuropsychology professional about an eval-
uation if you answered yes to five or more questions, as there is a possibility 
that your child may have an executive function problem. 

This is not a diagnostic tool. If you have concerns about working memory or 
executive function see a mental health professional. An accurate diagnosis can 
only be made through professional evaluation. Screener for personal use only.
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SCREENER: Adults, Could you have an 
Executive Function problem?
Working memory, a critical executive functioning skill, is where you store 
the information you need to complete a task. If you are reading a story, for 
example, you will store information about what you have read here. As you 
continue to read, your working memory helps you recall what already hap-
pened and relate it to what you are reading now. Working memory is essen-
tial in learning and everyday tasks. 

 1.   You have something you want to ask your friend, but she is on the 
phone and you must wait a few minutes before asking. By the time 
she is finished, you completely forget what you wanted to ask.

 * Often
 * Not often

 2.   You plan to complete some work at home and pack up the items 
you need at the end of your work day. When you sit down to do the 
work, you realize that you forgot to bring home several items.

 * Often
 * Not often

 3.   You are having a conversation with a friend. You find it difficult to 
follow the conversation, forgetting what your friend said just mo-
ments before.

 * Often
 * Not often

 4.   You are completing a task with several steps, such as getting the 
trash, taking it outside, and then putting a new bag in the trash can. 
You usually forget the last step.

 * Often
 * Not often

 5.   When you read something, you usually end up going back to reread 
the prior section because you can’t remember it.

 * Agree
 * Disagree

 6.   You constantly misplace your cell phone. You feel like you waste 
time every day looking for your phone and other misplaced items 
like keys or glasses.

 * Agree
 * Disagree

For more on the different 
variations of EFD, check 
out “Executive Function 
Disorder: Overview and 
Facts,” at http://www.
additudemag.com/
adhd-web/article/11404.
html. 

http://www.additudemag.com/adhd-web/article/11404.html
http://www.additudemag.com/adhd-web/article/11404.html
http://www.additudemag.com/adhd-web/article/11404.html
http://www.additudemag.com/adhd-web/article/11404.html
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 7.   You are often accused of not listening because you don’t follow 
through on tasks you are asked to do.

 * Agree
 * Disagree

 8.   You have a hard time remembering people’s names, even if you have 
met them multiple times.

 * Agree
 * Disagree

 9.   In the morning, you usually rush around to get ready for work, but 
still often end up being late.

 * Agree
 * Disagree

 10.   You have a hard time managing large projects, even when you break 
them down into steps, you find you miss steps or end up spending 
too much time on tasks that don’t.

 * Agree
 * Disagree

Please see a trained medical or neuropsychology professional about an eval-
uation if you answered “Often” or “Agree” to five or more questions, as there 
is a possibility that you may have an executive function problem. 

This is not a diagnostic tool. If you have concerns about working memory or 
executive function see a mental health professional. An accurate diagnosis can 
only be made through professional evaluation. Screener for personal use only.
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ADDitude special reports  
available now
www.adhdreports.com

9 Conditions Often Diagnosed with ADhD
Depression. bipolar Disorder. Anxiety. OCD. And five more conditions 
that often show up alongside attention deficit. 

About 80 percent of individuals with ADHD are diagnosed with at least one 
other psychiatric condition at some time in their lives. This in-depth spe-
cial report looks at the nine most common, outlining symptoms, treatment 
strategies, and differentiating features of each. Plus, strategies for living well 
with any mental health condition.
>> Learn more about this special report: http://additu.de/related

ADhD 101
A complete overview of ADhD, outlining every step from diagnosis to 
treatment—all the way to living successfully with attention deficit. 

From the moment you suspect ADHD in yourself or your child, you have 
hundreds of questions. Which doctors can evaluate symptoms? What medi-
cation side effects should you be prepared for? Can diet help? This compre-
hensive eBook has over 100 pages of expert advice, personal stories, and 
more to help you become an ADHD expert. 
>> Learn More About This Special Report: http://additu.de/adhd-101

video Games and the ADhD brain
A parent’s guide to setting limits, easing transitions, choosing brain-
building games, and keeping kids safe online.

Is your child addicted to Mincraft? In this ebook, the editors of ADDitude 
present research on hyperfocus and video games, recommend games that 
build thinking skills, and offer advice on setting limits your child will hon-
or. Includes frequently asked parent questions answered by gaming expert 
Randy Kulman, Ph.D.
>> Learn more about this special report: http://additu.de/minecraft

More ADDitude  
downloadable  
booklets

It’s Not ADhD: 3 Common 
Diagnosis Mistakes.
Doctors are sometimes too quick 
to diagnose ADHD. Read up on 
common misdiagnoses.

Does your Child have a 
Learning Disability?
Use this self-test to find out if 
your child’s problems at school 
may be due to LD.

Is It Depression?
Depression is a serious mood 
disorder, but it’s not always easy 
to recognize.

Is It bipolar Disorder or 
ADhD?
Symptoms of bipolar disorder 
and ADHD often overlap.

Is It Adult ADhD?
Habitually disorganized? Always 
running late? It could be ADHD.

Celebrities Living with 
ADhD
Famous people on how they 
found success with attention 
deficit.

find these and many  
more free adHd  
resources online at:
http://additu.de/
freedownloads

http://www.adhdreports.com
http://additu.de/related
http://additu.de/adhd-101
http://additu.de/minecraft
http://additu.de/freedownloads
http://additu.de/freedownloads
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free adHd Webinar replays  
from ADDitude:

Executive Function and Attention Deficits
>> http://www.additudemag.com/RCLp/sub/10273.html

Education and mental health specialist Chris Zeigler Dendy explains how to 
work with your child’s school as well as the specific accommodations that will 
help your ADHD child with executive function deficits succeed academically.

how ADhD Affects Executive Function in Adults and 
kids
>> http://www.additudemag.com/RCLp/sub/11118.html

Is your forgetfulness, inability to plan, and impulsivity a symptom of ADHD, 
or could it be an executive function disorder? In this audio and slide presen-
tation, hosted by Russell A. Barkley, Ph.D., learn how ADHD can wreak 
havoc on your executive functions, and what you can do about it.

how to Sharpen Executive Function Skills in Teens 
with ADhD
>> http://www.additudemag.com/RCLp/sub/10281.html

Smart But Scattered co-author Peg Dawson, Ed.D., explains how to strength-
en the executive skills teens with ADHD need, like planning, organization, 
and time management, to make good, independent decisions.

Organizing your Child with ADhD
>> http://www.additudemag.com/RCLp/sub/11068.html
Does your child understand the difference between “tidy” and “organized?” 
Do you? Jill Murphy shares simple, effective organizing tools that will do 
more than just clear floors and surfaces at home and in the classroom.

kid-Friendly Strategies for Managing Time with the 
ADhD Mind
>> http://www.additudemag.com/RCLp/sub/11228.html

Time-challenged ADHD children are often (unfairly) labeled “lazy,” “unmo-
tivated,” or “procrastinator”—which can lead to integrity and self-esteem is-
sues. In this audio and slide presentation, host Marydee Sklar explains how 
to drop the labels and teach your child the time-management skills he needs 
to succeed.

free adHd 
newsletters from 
ADDitude
Sign up to receive criti-
cal news and information 
about ADhD diagnosis and 
treatment, plus strategies 
for school, parenting, and 
living better with ADhD:   
http://additu.de/email

Adult ADhD and LD (weekly)
Expert advice on managing your 
household, time, money, career, 
and relationships

parenting ADhD and LD 
Children (weekly)
Strategies and support for par-
ents on behavior and discipline, 
time management, disorganiza-
tion, and making friends.

ADhD and LD at School 
(bimonthly; weekly from 
August through October)
How to get classroom accom-
modations, finish homework, 
work with teachers, find the right 
schools, and much more.

Treating ADhD (weekly)
Treatment options for attention 
deficit including medications, 
food, supplements, brain training, 
mindfulness and other alternative 
therapies.

http://www.additudemag.com/RCLP/sub/10273.html
http://www.additudemag.com/RCLP/sub/11118.html
http://www.additudemag.com/RCLP/sub/10281.html
http://www.additudemag.com/RCLP/sub/11068.html
http://www.additudemag.com/RCLP/sub/11228.html
http://additu.de/email
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