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WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTION?
A multidimensional set of cognitive control processes—

including working memory, inhibition, cognitive
flexibility, initiation, planning, and goal-directed

behavior—that enable individuals to plan, organize,
initiate, complete tasks, manage emotions, and adapt

flexibly to changing situations.

(Diamond, 2013; Blair, 2016)



 - Focused, Sustained, Selective, Alternating, Divided

Information Processing

Visual Perception: Colour, Depth, Figure-ground
Spatical Perception: Form Constancy (orientation), Size Constancy (distance)

Topographical Orientation (orientate and navigate an environment

Object and Facial | Body Scheme

| Encoding → Storage → Retrieval |
Sensory (seconds)

Short Term/Working (seconds-to-minute)
Long Term (minutes-to-years)

Semantic (facts/info), Episodic, Procedural, Prospective (future need)

(plan and execute coordinated movement)

Plan, Prioritise,
Goal set, Problem-solve,

Organise, Sequence,
Self-initiate, Self-monitor,

Flexibility of thought,
Emotional and Impulse Control 

Sensory Registration

Occupational TherapyOccupational Therapy
CognitiveCognitive  

PerformancePerformance  
HierarchyHierarchy

Attention

Basic Perceptual Skills

Perceptual Recognition Skills

Memory

Praxis

Executive
Function

(Philip D. 2019) 



EXECUTIVE FUNCTION SKILLS

Response Inhibition Working Memory Emotional Control Flexibility Sustained Attention

Task Initiation Planning/ Prioritizing Goal Directed
Persistence

Organization Time Management

Some images and graphics used in this presentation are sourced from Canva (licensed for use)



IMPORTANCE OF EXECUTIVE FUNCTION?
These skills are crucial for daily living, learning, and
participating in meaningful activities. Occupational
therapists address executive functioning challenges by
identifying specific difficulties and developing strategies
to improve performance in various life roles



EXECUTIVE FUNCTION IN ASD,
ADHD, AND COMORBIDITY

47%
(Kofler et al. 2024)

33-50%
(Barkley 2012;

Willcutt et al. 2005)

70-80%
(Tromp et al. 2021;

Craig 2016)

Some images and graphics used in this presentation are sourced from Canva (licensed for use)



Autism Spectrum
Disorder

Attention Deficit
Hypeactivity Disorder

EXECUTIVE FUNCTION CHALLENGES

Rigidity, planning difficulties,
poor cognitive flexibility

Some images and graphics used in this presentation are sourced from Canva (licensed for use)

Impulsivity, attention deficits,
poor working memory

Routine

Behaviour

Social

Play

School

affect



NEUROSCIENCE BASIS OF
EXECUTIVE FUNCTION (EF)

Prefrontal cortex: The brain’s “CEO” –
responsible for decision-making, planning, and
regulating behavior.
Sensory & motor networks: Provide essential
input for decision-making by processing
environmental information.
Limbic system: Manages emotions and
motivation, influencing focus and self-control.

Some images and graphics used in this presentation are sourced from Canva (licensed for use)

(Diamond, 2013; Zelazo & Carlson, 2020)



Pinpoint EF challenges
that affected

occupational performance

O C C U P A T I O N A L  T H E R A P Y  R O L E

Assessment &
Identification

Target inhibition, working
memory, flexibility and

others

Executive Skills
Training

Social Skills
Intervention

Built on neuroscience and developmental principles

Some images and graphics used in this presentation are sourced from Canva (licensed for use)

Help in cognitive flexibility
& perspective. May use

social stories



Dysregulation affects attention, inhibition &
working memory. Address motor planning

deficits through play and sensory-rich
environments, helping individuals ideate,

plan, and execute motor actions. 

O C C U P A T I O N A L  T H E R A P Y  R O L E

Sensory-Motor
Processing  Improve a child's ability to cope

with sensory input, manage
impulses, and engage in

appropriate social interactions

Self-Regulation
Simulate real-life roles

(student, team member,
shopper), use strategy like
social stories, task analysis

Role Specific Practice

Built on neuroscience and developmental principles

Some images and graphics used in this presentation are sourced from Canva (licensed for use)



Modifying the environment to
support EF skills (ie; timer,

visual schedule) 

O C C U P A T I O N A L  T H E R A P Y  R O L E

Environmental
Adaptation/ Supports Cognitive Orientation to Daily

Occupational Performace:
Goal-Plan-Do-Check in
meaningful activities

CO-OP Approach

Built on neuroscience and developmental principles

Some images and graphics used in this presentation are sourced from Canva (licensed for use)

Coaching parents &
teachers - consistency
across environments

Collaboration



CORE OT PRINCIPLES
Bottom-up sensory-motor foundation before
cognitive demands/ Top-bottom
Scaffolding: visual schedules, step-by-step
supports, environment adaptations
Practice in context
Collaboration is crucial

Some images and graphics used in this presentation are sourced from Canva (licensed for use)



GENERAL STRATEGIES
FOR SUPPORTING

EXECUTIVE FUNCTION



General StrategiesGeneral StrategiesGeneral Strategies
to Supportto Supportto Support

Executive FunctionExecutive FunctionExecutive Function



Stronger together when health
professionals, educators, and families

unite, executive function thrives
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