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Executive Function deficits often pose a considerable challenge in the daily lives of adults on the 
autism spectrum (AS). Some examples of EF challenges include: Time management, emotional self 
control, goal directed behavior, initiating behavior, metacognition, organization, and prioritizing tasks. 
AS individuals who struggle with various addictions can be triggered by executive functioning 
challenges which can play a part in lapses and relapses. The great news? There are effective 
strategies that AS individuals can learn to use that will help them manage their EF challenges. 

Time Management: Managing one’s time can be exceptionally difficult for AS individuals who tend 
to have goal directed persistence. Some may be chronically late to therapy, some may be chronically 
early.

Solution: Some examples of effective time management solutions include: 1) Time Timer® app. As 
time lapses so does the red color. Individuals can use it for self care as well (e.g., eating, going to 
the bathroom, bathing going to bed, turning off computer, going home from work, spending time with 
partner, kid); 2) Alarmed app has count-down and count-up timers to help individuals remember 
when tasks are due. The alarm will continue to notify the person that their task is due. In what ways 
do you struggle with time management? Are you open to using one of these apps or something 
similar?

Behavioral Initiation: Starting a task can be difficult as it may feel overwhelming to an AS 
individual; others may be difficult because they are boring. This can feed one’s procrastination. 

Solution: Determine which tasks are hard for you to start. If it is too overwhelming, break down your 
task into smaller, more achievable steps. For boring tasks, find ways to make it fun (e.g., can they 
make doing dishes or mowing the lawn into a game to beat their previous time doing this task). Are 
there tasks that are hard to start?  Can you think of smaller, more achievable steps you can take in 
order to complete these tasks? 

Prioritization and Planning: Individuals who have AS often have a hard time conceptualizing, 
planning, and completing tasks because they don’t know what steps to take to do so, including 
identifying the most important part of the task to focus on. Individuals often associate deeper 
meaning and importance to things that others would not consider important; e.g., spending all their 
money on items for their new vehicle instead of paying their half of the bills. 

Solution: Pick a task to complete. Keep steps to task completion simple and set an attainable goal 
for yourself to achieve daily and even weekly. If you need support, ask your clinician, spouse, or a 
trusted person to help you with goal setting. In what areas do you need support with planning or 
prioritizing tasks? Can you ask someone you trust for help? 

Organization: Individuals on the spectrum often have uneven organization. They may show 
extreme and rigid organization within certain areas of particular interest to them while showing 
signifiant and chronic disorganization in other areas in their life. Organization involves strategies and 
plans which, as previously discussed, can be difficult. 



Solution: If you lack organization in life, for instance at home or in your office and it causes you 
anxiety, it may be helpful to break it down into smaller steps or ask if someone can help you. Where 
in your life can you improve organization and what are 1-3 steps you can take to being more 
organized? 

Response Inhibition: This refers to the ability to restrain oneself from an action until it can be 
considered with care; it requires a filter which doesn’t function properly in those with AS. It also 
involves the ability to delay a choice. Individuals with difficulty in this area often do or say things 
without thinking about the consequences or risk which can prove disasterous (e.g., staring at or 
talking to strangers, checking one’s phone incessantly, spending money on frivolous items instead of 
groceries, looking at porn or engaging in other risky behavior instead of taking care of 
responsibilities).

Solution: Examples include counting to 10, taking 5 deep breaths, twirling one’s pen 5 times, getting 
up and going for a walk for 10 minutes are all examples of ways that may help you pause before 
speaking or acting. When have you responded or reacted in a way that perhaps has gotten you into 
trouble with others, in your closest relationships, at work? What will help you take a step back and 
pause before acting or reacting?

Metacognition: Autistic individuals often have difficulty evaluating their abilities and performance. 
This involves asking, “How did I do?” and “What goals should I be working towards?”

Solution: Think of a time when you solved a certain problem in the past, especially reviewing 
incidences you know of where they were successful. Examples where this can be used: with relapse 
prevention, on a date or talking to someone new, a review of a successful conversation with your 
spouse, when you successfully solved a problem with their child or at work. Self talk can also be an 
effective tool to ensure you evaluate yourself accurately (e.g., Did I ask everything I wanted to when 
talking to a new friend, did I follow all the steps to intervening so I avoided problematic behavior)? 
Has there been a time when you weren’t sure how you did at work, school, or around peers? Has 
there been a time when you thought you did better (or worse) than you actually did? What or who 
might be able to help you evaluate yourself more accurately? 

Working Memory: The ability to keep things in mind while completing an action; it is a form of 
attention. It may involve using knowledge from a previous task to accomplish a new task. An AS 
individual may have problems with this in that they lose track of deadlines, forget to lock their door, 
take their medications, forget instructions to complete a project. 

Solution: Examples may include: Keeping a mental list or a typed list on your phone to ensure you 
are able to remember things; create a picture cue or written reminders on sticky notes. If you don’t 
like lists, creating a ritual to follow to ensure you successfully remember to complete tasks. 
Regarding medication, it may be helpful to get a locked pill organizer with a timer that helps you 
remember which day you took your medication. What are some successful things you can do to help 
you remember to complete tasks including (if applicable) taking your medication?

Sustained Attention: The ability to remain focused on a task even if it is boring or routine. For 
someone with AS they may struggle to stay focused in order to complete a task. Along with this, 
sitting in meetings, groups, sessions may be hard for an AS individual.

Solution: Break down tasks or goals into smaller, more manageable parts so success is achieved. 
Share how you do weekly with your clinician, in group or with a trusted friend or family member. 
What task can you break down into smaller goals so that you have more success along the way? 



Goal Directed Persistence: The ability to finish a task before moving onto another. For an 
individual with AS being able to give up short-term pleasures for long term goals can be challenging; 
one may start things without finishing them. 

Solution: For goals that you want to achieve, identify smaller, more immediate goals. This is similar 
to previous EF deficits. Consider one short-term goal you want to achieve in therapy, at work, at 
home, with your spouse, or child (children). What is one step to getting there? 

Flexibility: This is one of the most challenging areas within the autism spectrum. It has to do with 
flexibility of thought (opinions, facts, strategies for problem solving) and behavior (routines, 
schedules, routes for travel). It refers to adapting to change. Generally, individuals on the autism 
spectrum prefer repetition and predictability in life (watching the same movies, being a know-it-all 
when facts show the contrary, watching the final episode to avoid the stress of unexpected 
outcomes).

Solution: Generating multiple ideas may be a challenging as you may get stuck on one thought or 
think concretely in terms of good vs. bad, right vs. wrong. Therefore, 

Let yourself create a routine and structure around problem solving. This will help alleviate anxiety 
and stress and help you to be calmer and feel more in control. Do your best to practice being open 
to other’s opinions or points-of-you. 

Rituals and routines for a transition can especially be helpful in managing your anxiety. 

In what ways have rituals or routines helped you?  When has a lack of routines or rituals caused you 
increased anxiety or stress? 

Emotional Self Control:  Individuals on the autism spectrum often struggle with emotional self-
regulation. As a result, a few things can happen: A melt down (e.g., explosion), shut down, or severe 
anxiety and rigidity is experienced. 

Solution: Managing the other areas related to EF will alleviate a lot of the potential for anxiety, 
outbursts or shut downs that you may otherwise experience. What is one way you can manage your 
emotions (e.g., anxiety, anger, depression, sadness) daily ?

Remember to celebrate your wins!

Copyright 2019. Namasté Center For Healing. All Rights Reserved.


