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Adult Executive Function Challenges
at Work and Home 

A capable adult can understand exactly what needs to be done, care about doing it,
and still find that the task does not begin. A bill remains unopened, an important
email sits in drafts, or a simple morning routine becomes rushed and disorganised.
Adult executive function challenges describe this gap between intention and follow-
through. They are not a measure of intelligence, motivation or character.

Executive function is an umbrella term for the mental processes used to organise
behaviour towards a goal. These processes include starting tasks, holding
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information in mind, estimating time, planning steps, shifting attention, managing
distractions and regulating an emotional response when plans change. Difficulties
can become particularly visible when adult life requires people to manage work,
study, households, finances, relationships and caring responsibilities at once.

For some adults, these patterns have been present since childhood but were
overlooked. For others, the difficulties become more noticeable during periods of
stress, poor sleep, anxiety, low mood, illness, concussion, major life change or
increased demands. A careful clinical process considers the pattern in context rather
than assuming one explanation.

How adult executive function challenges can
appear

Executive function difficulties do not look the same for every person. One adult may
be highly organised at work but unable to manage meals, laundry and appointments
at home. Another may meet deadlines only by working late, relying on repeated
reminders or delaying other responsibilities. A person can also appear productive
while using a great deal of effort to keep track of ordinary tasks.

Common patterns include difficulty deciding where to start when a task has several
parts, losing track of time, postponing tasks that feel unclear or repetitive, and
moving between activities without finishing them. Some people find it hard to
prioritise when everything feels urgent. Others make quick decisions to escape
uncertainty, then need to repair the consequences later.

Emotional regulation may be part of the picture. A minor interruption, criticism or
change in plans can feel disproportionately difficult to manage in the moment. This
does not mean an adult is choosing to be reactive. It means the practical and
emotional sides of a situation may need to be considered together.

These patterns can occur with ADHD and other neurodevelopmental presentations.
They can also overlap with anxiety, depression, sleep difficulties, trauma, substance
use, chronic stress and some medical conditions. That overlap is one reason online
checklists cannot establish a diagnosis.
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Why the impact is often missed

Adults with executive function difficulties may develop systems that conceal the
amount of effort involved. They may choose jobs with constant novelty, depend on a
partner to manage household administration, avoid courses that require independent
planning, or use last-minute pressure to get tasks completed. These strategies can
keep life moving for a time, but they may become harder to maintain when
circumstances change.

A promotion can bring more unstructured work. Parenting can add many small tasks
that cannot be delayed. Moving house, caring for a family member or returning to
study can expose difficulties that were previously managed by routine or external
support.

There is also a common tendency to explain the pattern as laziness, carelessness or
a personal failing. That explanation can add shame without identifying what makes
the task hard. A more useful approach is to look closely at the point where the
process breaks down: beginning, planning, remembering, staying with the task,
switching tasks or recovering after interruption.

When assessment may provide useful clarity

An adult assessment is not based on a single questionnaire or a brief conversation
about current difficulties. It considers whether a pattern is longstanding, how it
appears across settings, and whether another explanation may better account for it.

For ADHD diagnostic support, a psychologist may take a detailed developmental
history, discuss school and work experiences, review current functional difficulties
and use structured measures. Information from school reports, family members or
someone who knew the person during childhood may be relevant where available.
The assessment process also considers mental health, sleep, substance use,
concussion history, learning difficulties and other factors that may affect attention
and organisation.
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The purpose is not to fit an adult into a label. It is to develop a clinically grounded
account of the difficulties and their context. If the assessment identifies ADHD or
another presentation, the discussion can then move to practical supports and
coordination with relevant health professionals. If it does not, the findings may still
clarify other factors that warrant attention.

A diagnosis alone does not organise a diary, reduce a workload or resolve every
conflict at home. It can, however, provide a structured basis for planning rather than
relying on repeated self-criticism or generic advice.

Practical supports for executive function at work
and home

Practical strategies work best when they are matched to the actual point of difficulty.
A person who forgets tasks needs a reliable external record. A person who cannot
start a large task needs a smaller and more defined first step. A person who loses
time may need visible cues and planned transition time, rather than another
ambitious to-do list.

At work, it can be useful to turn verbal instructions into a written action list before
leaving a meeting. Large projects can be separated into the next physical action,
such as opening a document, locating figures or drafting three headings. A calendar
can hold appointments and time-specific tasks, while a separate task list holds
actions that do not have a fixed time.

At home, reducing the number of places where important items can be stored may
make routines easier to maintain. Bills, forms and school notices can be directed to
one nominated location. Repeating tasks, such as meal planning or medication
reminders managed by a prescriber, may be linked to an existing routine rather than
relying on memory alone.

The system needs to be simple enough to use on a difficult day. A detailed planner
may suit one person and become another abandoned project. It is reasonable to trial
one change at a time, observe where it fails, and adjust the environment rather than
treating the person as the problem.
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Managing competing demands

When several tasks are genuinely important, prioritising can feel impossible. A useful
starting point is to identify what has a fixed deadline, what affects another person,
and what will create the greatest difficulty if left undone. This is not about making
every task urgent. It is about creating a short, visible order for the next part of the
day.

It may also be necessary to distinguish planning from doing. Some adults spend
considerable time making lists, researching tools or reorganising systems, while the
core task remains untouched. Setting a limited planning period followed by a defined
action can make this distinction clearer.

Psychological therapy and multimodal planning

Psychological therapy for executive function-related difficulties is usually practical
and individualised. Sessions may examine routines, task avoidance, perfectionism,
emotional responses, communication at home or work, sleep patterns and the
assumptions that have developed after years of struggling with everyday demands.

Cognitive-behavioural approaches may be used to identify unhelpful patterns of
thinking and behaviour around tasks. Behavioural strategies may focus on cueing,
routines, environmental changes, breaking tasks down and reviewing what occurred
between sessions. Where anxiety, depression, sleep problems or post-concussion
symptoms are also present, these may require their own assessment and support
plan.

For an adult diagnosed with ADHD, multimodal planning may include psychological
therapy, workplace adjustments where appropriate, family or partner discussions,
and coordination with a GP or psychiatrist. A prescriber may consider medical options
as part of their own assessment and decision-making. Psychologists do not prescribe
medication.

The appropriate pathway depends on the person’s history, current pressures and
assessment findings. A strategy that suits a university student may not fit someone
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managing shift work, young children or a demanding leadership role.

Accessing support in Melbourne or by telehealth

Adults can seek an assessment through self-referral or with a referral from a GP,
psychiatrist or another health professional. At Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic in
Doncaster, assessments involve psychological evaluation and diagnostic support,
followed by discussion of an ongoing clinical pathway where appropriate. In-person
appointments are available for metropolitan Melbourne, with Zoom telehealth
available across Australia.

Medicare rebates may apply when a person has an eligible referral and Mental Health
Care Plan, and when the service meets current Medicare requirements. A GP can
advise on referral options and whether a Mental Health Care Plan is appropriate for
the person’s circumstances.

Clarity does not require a perfect account of every past difficulty. Bringing available
school reports, notes about current functional patterns and relevant health
information can give the assessment process a useful starting point. The next step is
simply to replace a vague sense of falling behind with a clearer account of what is
happening and what support may fit.

For more information

Call (03) 9848 9100
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