Executive Skills: Why Some Things Are Harder Than
They Look

A way to identify the demand before choosing a strategy

Executive skills help you... A task may be asking you to...
manage what you are doing, especially when a task requires * remember without a reminder

several kinds of self-management. « decide where to begin

« get started « estimate time

« remember what you are doing « switch away from something interesting
« stay with something « hold several steps in mind

« plan steps and priorities « make decisions

« keep track of time * organize materials

« keep going after motivation fades

Your profile can be uneven

You may plan well but struggle to start. You may start easily but ~ Try a different question
lose track of time. You may create a great system but struggle Instead of: Why can't | do this?

to maintain it. . ) . )
. ) What is this task asking my brain to do?
ADHD can affect several executive skills, but not everyone has

the same pattern. ane you identify the demand, you can look for support that fits

It.

The task can be genuinely difficult without the difficulty being a character flaw.
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Not All Procrastination Is the Same

The visible problem is 'not starting.' The reason can be very different.

You may not start because... Why this distinction helps
« You do not know where to begin - the task needs a clearer Two people can avoid the same task for completely different
first step. reasons. The same person can also avoid different tasks for
« The task feels too big - there may be too many steps to hold different reasons.
in mind. A strategy for boredom will not necessarily help perfectionism.
« You forgot - this may be a remembering problem, not a A reminder will not solve an unclear first step.

motivation problem.

« It feels like it will take forever - the time is unclear. .
Before adding another strategy

Why am | not starting this particular task?
Or because... Then match the support to the reason.
« Itis boring or repetitive.
« You are afraid of doing it badly.
* You are overwhelmed.
« The payoff feels too far away.
* You are already doing something else and switching is hard.

Procrastination describes what happened. It does not explain why it happened.
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Get It Out of Your Head

Working-memory support for everyday life

Working memory is limited Put the cue where the action happens
Working memory is the mental space you use to hold Instead of: Remember the package tomorrow.
information while doing something with it. Put the package beside the door tonight.

* remembering why you entered a room Instead of: Remember what | need at the store.
 following several instructions Write the list when you think of the items.

* keeping your place Instead of: Remember to bring this to work.

- [alg) Szps 7 (il Put it with the things you already take.

Externalize the information
« lists and checklists

A useful question

_ What am | repeatedly asking my brain to remember that |
+ alarms and calendar reminders could put somewhere outside my brain?
« visible instructions

« baskets or trays for important items
« duplicate supplies
* written appointment notes

External supports reduce how much working memory has to carry.
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ADHD Attention Is Not Simply 'Can | Focus?'

Attention can change dramatically with the conditions around a task

Engagement may be easier with... Experiment with the conditions

e interest « shorten the work period

e novelty * remove competing distractions

« challenge e use a timer

* urgency * add movement or company

« feedback » make the endpoint visible

* movement « pair the task with something pleasant

« interaction « take a planned break before attention is gone

« a clear endpoint

Ask
It may be harder with... Under what conditions is it easier for me to direct my
* repetition attention?

« slow or unclear tasks
* low interest

« distant deadlines

* mental fatigue

e competing distractions

Being able to focus deeply on one activity does not mean every task should be equally easy to focus on.
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Why Organization Systems Stop Working

Creating a system and maintaining a system are different demands

The hidden maintenance cost Questions to ask

A system can be beautiful and still ask too much of you every « Can | remove a step?

time you use it. « Does this need a lid?

If putting something away requires six steps while dropping it « Do | need this many categories?

on a table takes one, the easier action often wins. « Can | see what is inside?

e Can | reset this in five minutes instead of waiting for a large

Reduce the steps cleanup?

« store things where you actually use them

« use open hins when lids create friction Design for real life

+ use fewer categories A system needs to work when you are tired, rushed, distracted,
» make important items visible or busy - not only when you are setting it up.

* put storage where things naturally pile up

If a system keeps failing, redesign the system before deciding you are the problem.

Flourishing Women LLC Adapted from Peg Dawson's executive-skills framework



FACT SHEET

ADHD Motivation: Make the Task Easier to Engage With

Importance alone may not create enough engagement

Change the task Do not confuse importance with access
« Interest - make some part more engaging. You can care about something and still have difficulty starting
« Choice - decide which part to do first. it.
« Novelty - change location, method, or format. The useful question is not only whether the task matters. It is
« Challenge - use a small timer or target whether the current conditions give your brain enough to
' engage with.

Change the experience Ask
* Company - work beside someone. ) o )

. What could | change about this task so it is easier to
» Feedback - check off visible progress. S

» Immediate payoff - pair it with something pleasant.
» Urgency without panic - create a smaller earlier deadline.

Changing the conditions is often more useful than trying to manufacture motivation through self-criticism.
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When Strong Feelings Make Thinking Harder

Why a strategy can disappear when you are activated

You may notice... Practice access, not perfection
« reacting before you have time to think Knowing what to do in a calm moment and accessing it during

« losing track of what you wanted to say strong emotion are different tasks.

 becoming more rigid Rehearsal can make a response more familiar and reduce how

« having trouble seeing options much has to be figured out in the moment.

« forgetting coping strategies
« struggling to plan or problem-solve Ask

What could | prepare before the next predictable difficult

. moment?
Plan while calm

« decide what you want to say
 write down the main point

« rehearse a difficult conversation
« choose a pause signal

« decide when to step away

« plan how you will return

Strong emotion can make executive skills harder to access even when you know the strategy.
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Executive Skills and Environment Fit

Sometimes the setting is doing part of the work - for better or worse

Some environments demand more... When something is unusually exhausting

e paperwork « Which executive skills does this setting demand all day?

« self-directed planning * Which parts fit me well?

« task switching » Which parts take disproportionate effort?

* long quiet concentration * Could the environment or task be changed?

* remembering small details * Would an accommodation or external support reduce the

« coping with interruptions demand?

Others provide more... Build or redesign?

« clear deadlines Sometimes support means practicing a skill. Sometimes it

. visible priorities means changing the conditions in which the skill is being
demanded.

» immediate feedback
* movement

e variety

» teamwork

« external structure

« predictable routines

Difficulty can come from the person, the environment, or the interaction between them.
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