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Executive Functioning & Adult ADHD Recommendations 
 
Many people who have heard about, or been told they have, challenges with executive skills or 
executive functioning.  These terms represent a cluster of skills associated with difficulties 
completing tasks in daily life.  Some of these resemble challenges with motivation and attention; 
others involve multi-tasking and completing projects.  All of them are related to the activities 
performed by the frontal lobes of our brains.  In particular, executive function consists of 
numerous self-regulatory processes under the general areas of: 
 
• Maintaining sufficient focus without “overfocus” (on one set of details or task) 
• Acting when needed (self-cuing), inhibiting (stopping) when needed 
• Novel problem solving; planning and generating of strategies for complex actions 
• Management of time and materials 
• Modification of behavior in response to new information 
• Staying with tasks, balancing speed and accuracy 
• Checking work when it is completed  
 
Challenges in these areas are often considered as part of attention deficit or learning disorders.   
However, many areas of both neuropsychological and psychiatric/emotional challenges may 
impact on executive functioning.  These include conditions related to depression, anxiety, 
“processing difficulties”, impulsivity, and hyperactivity.  Often, when these difficulties are 
successfully helped (through medication or therapy), executive functioning can improve.  
However, with chronic challenges in these areas many individuals have not been able to develop 
their executive skills so still remain “behind” in these areas.   In addition, some people have 
independent, particular sets of “dysfunctions” in executive skills that go above and beyond other 
challenges in processing information, or in behavioral or academic skills.   
 
What we can do to get things done: 
 
Here’s a list of the key ideas. Each is of interest for those individuals who are seeking to 
procrastinate less and to plan and accomplish more tasks.  
 
In relation to the Initiate, Plan/Organize, Organization of Materials components of executive 
function, possible strategies to increase executive function and decrease procrastination include: 
 
• Have “brainstorming” meetings with yourself a few times a week (and others in your 

family/house if you can enlist them); include things you need to do as well as what you 
would like to do in the next few days.  Visualize complex activities through setting up 



 

 

diagrams, flow charts, or even story-boards for the process of identifying steps.   
• Enter tasks into an electronic calendar every day and set alarms to alert you (even an alarm to 

check your calendar).   
• Get a dry erase board for somewhere in your house, preferably where you will see it every 

day.  Write down reminders and tasks as you think of them.  
• Keep an open file on your computer with short-term tasks (to be done this week) and longer-

term tasks separated.   
• Make mental checklists around possessions, space, projects.  This includes things you will 

need to remember before you go somewhere or leave somewhere, and should be reviewed 
at transition.   

• Use contracts with yourselves and others for periodic work completion 
• Take breaks using a timer with return to task promptly when time is up.  Consider doing desk 

work with a mix of work and breaks for physical activity, known as the “pomodoro 
technique”.   

• Work towards mastery of subgoals before moving on to other goals 
• In general:  Keep tasks initially shorter, closed ended, explicit, then gradually increase variety 

of ways to complete/decisions, payoff not for speed but learning 
 
In relation to the Inhibit, Self-Monitor, Working Memory, and Task Monitor aspects of executive 
function, strategies include: 
• Try to become aware if you are doing things to “feel good” in the short term, which do not 

help you achieve your goals.  Many people with ADHD have characteristics of 
impulsivity in which their brains prefer a higher arousal level, turning them often into a 
“heat-seeking missile”.  This can include turning to self-stimulating activities such as 
snacking, playing video games, watching TV, checking social media.  Instead try to 
replace these with routines for planned exercise, socializing, or other outdoor activities 
over the course of your week.  Remember the acronym HALT –especially try stop yourself 
from short-term pleasure-seeking distractions when you are hungry, angry, lonely, or 
tired, and try to find ways to prevent these negative states.  Keep aware of the fact that 
we procrastinate for the short-term gain of task avoidance – feel good now, pay later. 
Keeping this in mind will help your present-self make different choices about future self.   

• Block access to short-term temptations --“pre-empt that which tempts”: remove distractions 
from the study area, shut off social media, etc.  Keep your house and office clutter-free. 
Clutter creates visual and physical distraction.  Because initially this step might be hard, 
ask for assistance from someone who is skilled at organizing. Then, do daily checks to 
make sure the clutter is not piling up. 

• Use strategies like trying to set up new automatic behaviors by tying them to current routines. 
This will help shield one intention from a competing intention and manage negative 
emotions that are associated with an aversive or understimulating (routine) task.    
Essentially what we can do is set up a cue for behavior we want to do mixed into 
something we already do.  This might mean putting away food immediately after eating to 
avoid snacking and resenting the need to clean up later.  Or setting up a time once a 
week to do a “boring” task (e.g., paying bills once a week on Saturday morning after 
making coffee).  Whenever it is automatic we don’t need to think about or remind 
ourselves about the goal.  

• Attempt to build your excitement toward your goals and their rewards.  This may include 
focusing on the more stimulating/interesting portions of the task; envisioning successful 
completion and satisfaction that will come in mastering something new; and building 
rewards for efforts and achievement of subgoals.  Focus on the value of achievement 



 

 

motivation by setting more difficult goals and learning to enjoy performance for its own 
sake. Sometimes we put off tasks because we’re bored and not challenged enough. 

• Engage in mindfulness activities – this may include yoga, meditation, swimming, or being in 
nature.  Mindfulness is a both a state of mind and a practice to develop engagement in 
the present moment, enhance relaxation and stress reduction, and a neutral approach 
toward managing stressful or unexpected events.  Such activities can broaden both the 
capacity to stay focused at work as well as enlivening creativity and new ideas.  

• Use peer monitoring with accountability and consequences for not meeting deadlines; these 
include mutual agreements for task completion with friends or coworkers with a negative 
consequence for both participants if either does not follow-through.  Sometimes this may 
include simply having someone be present (sitting reading next to you) while getting an 
odious task done (e.g., filling out taxes).    

• Put a clock in every room. Having a constant reminder of time will keep you on course. In 
addition, wear a watch with digital numbers so that the passage of time is immediately 
apparent. 

 
OVERALL:  
The problem with a list of strategies is that it’s tempting to try and use them all. Often people 
find that this simply won’t work, at least not at first.  An analogy with sports is that we might 
have 6 things that could be improved in our performance (e.g., tennis or golf stroke, running 
stride), but trying to change all of these at once will usually make us unable to do anything at all, 
and it is impossible to focus on all of the strategies at once. The key to effective coaching is to 
identify a “keystone” strategy that might be the first to master. It takes this repetitive supported 
(scaffolded) practice before a new technique or strategy will become a muscle memory or habit 
in the individual’s stroke. The same is true for change in other areas of our lives. 
 
As you read and re-read the list above, think about the ONE thing you will do differently. This 
will need to be a conscious, effortful process for some time as you establish a new habit around 
this strategy. When you “own it,” then you can move on to another strategy. In short, change 
comes slowly, but change will happen if you commit yourself to the process. 
 
A final caution 
Of course, there is an irony and challenge as we try to bootstrap more effective executive 
function with processes related to executive function; however, it’s all too easy to use this as an 
excuse not to try and try again.  Regardless of this problem we all have existing executive 
function skills that we can leverage to our advantage.  What is required is daily commitment and 
some “sweat equity” toward growth and learning; something that is required of us all – it’s part 
of the human condition. 
 
 
 
 
 
* I am indebted to Thomas Pychyl PhD for some of the ideas in this note.   
 
  


