PROBLEMS WITH ‘EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING’
In a company the executive or boss has an important job.  The executive has to :- (i) keep check on how the company is doing, (ii) plan for the future,  (iii) put into practice different ways of working and (iv) change how the company does things when circumstances change.  The executive often has to stand back from the company and be flexible and creative.
The ‘executive functioning’ of the brain does a similar job to the boss in a company.  Problems in this area of thinking can often happen after severe brain injury, particularly if the front of the brain is injured (the frontal lobes).

Executive problems can affect nearly all aspects of thinking and acting and can show up in many different ways.  The most common ways are:-

1. Coming up with ideas or intentions
People can find it difficult to think of things they would like to do.  They can appear to have little energy, be less motivated or to have lost their ‘get up and go’.  Sometimes it seems like their ‘spark’ has gone.  These problems can be mistaken for laziness or apathy.

2. Starting and stopping movements or ideas

Moving parts of the body in particular ways may be difficult to get started.  Sometimes movements can be more difficult to stop once they have got going.  This can also happen when speaking or thinking.  People can have problems coming up with words and ideas or in putting ideas into action.  Once started, these may then be repeated when they would usually have stopped.  This difficulty in stopping movements, words or thoughts is called ‘perseveration’.
3. Concrete thinking
People may find it difficult to be flexible with thoughts or ideas.  They can appear rigid or unable to ‘let go’ of fixed ideas.  They can find it difficult to think in general or abstract ways and can have problems in answering open ended questions e.g. “What do you think of the weather we’ve been having?”  Problems in putting themselves in the other person’s shoes may also be present.  Such problems can be mistaken for selfishness or awkwardness.

4. Planning
Working out what steps are needed to put ideas into action can be difficult.  People can seem to never get round to putting their ideas into practice or doing things they say they will do.  Breaking tasks down into small steps can be very difficult.  Problems in thinking through actions before doing them may also be present and show up as impulsivity.  This can be mistaken for carelessness.

5.
Checking

Problems in ‘standing back’ and checking things out can occur.  People can appear slapdash.  They can have problems in learning through the advice and feedback of people around them.  Less obvious feedback like suggestions, body language, smiles etc., can be particularly difficult for people to notice or use.  As a consequence social rules may be broken more often, e.g. over-familiarity with strangers may occur because the rule about getting to know people slowly is not used or someone might be very talkative because the rule about taking turns in conversation is not followed.

P.T.O.

People with executive difficulties sometimes have particular patterns of problems.  Some can tend to have most problems in acting without thinking, following social rules and interpreting words and sentences in too many different ways.  Others can tend to have problems getting themselves going, take rules and regulations too seriously and interpret words and sentences in very literal ways, e.g. have difficulties in understanding figures of speech and proverbs.  These patterns of problems are like the opposite sides of the same coin when it comes to executive functioning.
Practical things that may  help with executive problems are:-
(a) Breaking tasks down into small, logical steps.  This can help provide the structure and planning which they have problems with.  An example might be “to make the sandwich you must (i) get the bread, (ii) find a knife and the butter, (iii) butter the bread and (iv) put the bread together.

(b)
Using a diary to write down a routine for each day and week.  The diary should be carried and used at all times so that it becomes a habit to use it.  This can help plan what to do each day, when to do it and how to do it.  A diary is particularly important when someone has memory problems as well as executive ones.

(c)
Getting those who know the person well to ask multiple choice questions rather than open ended ones.  An example might be “would you rather go to the shops or swimming tomorrow?”  rather than “what would you like to do tomorrow?”.  This can make it easier to make decisions.
(d) Getting those who know the person well to tell them or signal to them when they are breaking social rules, e.g. when they need to stop talking because someone else is ready to say something.  This can give valuable feedback about social rules.  It must only be done when the person and others agree to it and when one specific social rule for feedback has been agreed upon.
REMEMBER: STRUCTURE & ROUTINE CAN BE THE KEYS TO HELPING WITH EXECUTIVE PROBLEMS
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