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Executive Function
What is Executive Function?
Executive functions or self-regulation serves as the foundation for life-long functioning in such areas as critical
thinking and problem-solving, planning, decision making and executing tasks. Executive functions or self-
regulatory capacities are the building blocks for a range of important skills. These skills mature at different rates
and develop over time (Diamond, 2013; Jones, 2016; Zelazo et al., 2016). Working memory and self-control are
among the first set of executive functions that develop (typically during the early childhood), setting the stage for
attentional capacities and goal directed behavior during the pre-teens years, better planning and refined goal-
directed behavior during adolescence, and more efficient problem-solving, decision making and cognitive
flexibility in adulthood.

The experience of trauma, especially when it is prolonged, can disrupt executive functioning skills. Children who
have experienced prolonged or pronounced stress and adversity, including poverty and trauma experiences, may
struggle more than other children do to regulate their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Murray et al., 2015;
Zelazo et al., 2016). Severe childhood stress appears to have lasting effects, with executive function or self-
regulation related difficulties seen into adulthood. In addition, adolescents who report having experienced
trauma, such as maltreatment or exposure to a parent’s intimate partner violence, have been found to be less
effective than their peers at controlling their attention, regulating their emotions, and planning. Adults whose
overall functioning has been compromised by adversity and continued stress are less likely to engage in
intentional self-regulation, and have difficulty with problem solving, and impulse control (Lupien, et al., 2009).
Less is known about the effects of trauma in adulthood on executive functioning and related skills.

Why the Concept of Executive Function is Important to
Human Services
Executive functions involve regions of the brain associated with information processing, (including such functions
as attention and working memory), regulating emotions and behavior (including such functions as impulse control
and suppressing inappropriate responses), and even creativity and some aspects of personality. (Diamond,
2013; Zelazo et al, 2016). Individuals who have problems with executive functions in childhood or adulthood may
have difficulty with social appropriateness, planning projects, working independently, remembering details,
paying attention, or starting and completing tasks.
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Human service agencies can strive to build and enhance executive functioning skills for the children, youth and
adults served in their programs. For individuals who are also impacted by toxic stress, trauma and other adverse
experiences, improved executive functioning skills will be needed to promote engagement and participation in
human service programs. Children and adults who can develop these skills may be better able to benefit from
programs and services provided by human services agencies.

Developmental perspective. It is important for human service agencies to keep in mind that executive functioning
skills change across development from infancy through late life (Jones, et al., 2016). For example, programs
serving infants from birth to three years may be designed to support the child’s ability to maintain focus and
attention, show persistence in actions, and demonstrate an ability to be flexible in actions and behavior.
Preschool programs may target increasing the child’s ability to control impulses, maintaining focus, persisting in
tasks, holding information and demonstrating flexibility in thinking and behavior. Programs serving older children
may target additional developmentally appropriate skills and abilities, including planning, problem solving, and
organizing. In adolescence and adulthood, programs may address reasoning, goal setting, and decision-making.
Agencies focused on supportive care for older adults may offer cognitive health promotion programs that
enhance cognition, memory and inhibitory control.

Relevant Interventions and Approaches
A wide range of activities requires executive functioning skills, and targeted interventions may foster these skills.
Interventions to improve executive functions include programs to train working memory, mindfulness programs to
help address focus and attention, providing routine structure and organization to facilitate task completion as well
coaching to motivate behavior (Diamond, 2013; Murray et al., 2016; Zelazo et al., 2016). However, it is important
to consider carefully how executive functioning and other regulation-related skills are defined and measured in
research and evaluation. Programs that improve one specific skill will not necessarily lead to improvements in
other related skills (Jones et al., 2016).

Human services agencies offer a range of social services and support for individuals, children and families, and
adults throughout the lifespan. While the programs may differ in terms of target population, services provided,
and outcomes expected, a general understanding of how executive functioning and self-regulation skills can
foster optimal health, development and well-being will be important for all programs and staff. Human services
agencies are well positioned to use information about the importance of executive functioning skills in program
planning, design, implementation, staff development, and family engagement efforts.

Resources for Further Learning
How Early Experiences Shape the Development of Executive Function

Harvard University, Center on the Developing Child: Executive Function and Self-Regulation

Adele Diamond - Executive Functions, Department of Psychiatry, University of British Columbia
and BC Children’s Hospital, Vancouver.

Head Start Early Learning Outcomes Framework

Desiree Murray, et al. - Self-Regulation and Toxic Stress: Foundations for Understanding Self-
Regulation from an Applied Developmental Perspective

Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. Building Core Capabilities for Life: The

http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/building-the-brains-air-traffic-control-system-how-early-experiences-shape-the-development-of-executive-function/
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/executive-function/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4084861/pdf/nihms-602706.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4084861/pdf/nihms-602706.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4084861/pdf/nihms-602706.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4084861/pdf/nihms-602706.pdf
http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/hs/sr/approach/cdelf
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/resource/self-regulation-and-toxic-stress-foundations-for-understanding-self-regulation-from-an-applied-developmental-perspective
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/resource/self-regulation-and-toxic-stress-foundations-for-understanding-self-regulation-from-an-applied-developmental-perspective
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/building-core-capabilities-for-life/
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/building-core-capabilities-for-life/
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Science Behind the Skills Adults Need to Succeed in Parenting and the Workplace .

References
Diamond (2013) Executive Functions , Department of Psychiatry, University of British Columbia and BC
Children’s Hospital, Vancouver.

Jones et al. (2016) Executive Function Mapping Project Executive Summary: Untangling the Terms
and Skills Related to Executive Function and Self-Regulation in Early Childhood.

Lupien, S. J., McEwen, B. S., Gunnar, M. R., & Heim, C. (2009). Effects of stress throughout the lifespan
on the brain, behavior and cognition. Nature Reviews Neuroscience , 10, 434-445.

Murray et al. (2015) Self-Regulation and Toxic Stress: Foundations for Understanding Self-
Regulation from an Applied Developmental Perspective.

Zelazo et al. (2016) Executive Function: Implications for Education .

 

Return to Resource Guide to Trauma-Informed Human Services

Get the Latest Updates from ACF

SUCCESS STORY

http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/building-core-capabilities-for-life/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4084861/pdf/nihms-602706.pdf
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/untangling-the-terms-and-skills-related-to-executive-function-and-self-regulation-in-early-childhood
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/untangling-the-terms-and-skills-related-to-executive-function-and-self-regulation-in-early-childhood
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nrn2639
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/resource/self-regulation-and-...
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/resource/self-regulation-and-...
http://ies.ed.gov/ncer/pubs/20172000/
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/trauma-toolkit


Executive Function | Administration for Children and Families

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/trauma-toolkit/executive-function[5/7/2018 3:44:32 PM]

VISIT THE PAL SITE

You can visit the PAL site to submit or check the status of a FOIA request.

Choctaw Nation receives grant to improve early learning and child development
coordination
Oklahoma

 YES  NO

Was this page helpful?

Home

About

What We Do

Vision, Mission & Values

Find Help

For Parents & Caregivers

For Communities

For Individuals

U.S. Department of Health & Human
Services
330 C Street, S.W.
Washington, D.C. 20201

http://pal.acf.hhs.gov/App/Home.aspx
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ecd/success-story/choctaw-nation-receives-grant-to-improve-early-learning-and-child
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ecd/success-story/choctaw-nation-receives-grant-to-improve-early-learning-and-child
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ecd/success-story/choctaw-nation-receives-grant-to-improve-early-learning-and-child
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/about
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/about/what-we-do
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/about/acf-vision-mission-values
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/help
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/help-for-parents
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/help-for-communities
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/help-for-individuals
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/


Executive Function | Administration for Children and Families

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/trauma-toolkit/executive-function[5/7/2018 3:44:32 PM]

Leadership

Offices

Budget

Freedom of Information Act
(FOIA)

History

Jobs & Contracts

Interoperability

Policies

Hotlines

Ayuda en Español

Program Offices

Administration for Native
Americans (ANA)

Administration on Children,
Youth and Families (ACYF)

Children's Bureau (CB)

Office of Early Childhood
Development (ECD)

Family and Youth Services
Bureau (FYSB)

Office of Child Care (OCC)

Office of Child Support
Enforcement (OCSE)

Office of Community
Services (OCS)

Office of Family Assistance
(OFA)

Office of Head Start (OHS)

Office of Human Services
Emergency Preparedness
and Response (OHSEPR)

Office of Refugee
Resettlement (ORR)

Office on Trafficking in
Persons (OTIP)

Grants & Funding

How to Apply for a Grant

Funding Opportunity
Announcements

Post-Award Requirements

Grant Forms

Data & Research

Featured Reports & Data

ACF Research

Media Center

Blog

Fact Sheets

Press Releases

Videos

Accessibility
ACF Archive
Viewers & Players
No FEAR Act
Privacy Policy
FOIA
Disclaimers
Download Acrobat
Reader®

HHS.gov
Report Fraud
HHS Customer
Service Plan
Kids.gov
USA.gov
Grants.gov
USAJobs.gov

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/about/leadership
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/about/offices
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/about/budget
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/freedom-of-information-act
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/freedom-of-information-act
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/about/history
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/about/jobs-contracts
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/about/interoperability
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/about/acf-policies
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/acf-hotlines
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/informacion-sobre-los-programas-de-acf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/acf-program-offices
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ana
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ana
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/acyf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/acyf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ecd
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ecd
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/fysb
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/fysb
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/occ
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/css
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/css
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ocs
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ocs
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ohs
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ohsepr
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ohsepr
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ohsepr
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/otip
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/otip
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/grants
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/grants/howto
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/grants/open/foa/
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/grants/open/foa/
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/grants/post-award-requirements
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/grants/forms
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/reports
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/reports#block-acf-theme-featured-data-reports
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/reports#block-acf-theme-opre-reports
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/media
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/blog
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/fact-sheets
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/media/press
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/media
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/accessibility
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/archive
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/acf-plug-ins
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/no-fear-act
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/privacy-policy
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/freedom-of-information-act
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/disclaimers
https://get.adobe.com/reader/
https://get.adobe.com/reader/
https://www.hhs.gov/
https://oig.hhs.gov/fraud/report-fraud/
https://www.hhs.gov/open/execorders/13571/index.html
https://www.hhs.gov/open/execorders/13571/index.html
https://kids.usa.gov/
https://www.usa.gov/
https://www.grants.gov/
https://www.usajobs.gov/


Executive Function | Administration for Children and Families

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/trauma-toolkit/executive-function[5/7/2018 3:44:32 PM]


	hhs.gov
	Executive Function | Administration for Children and Families


	QvZXhlY3V0aXZlLWZ1bmN0aW9uAA==: 
	acf: 
	q: Search
	btnG: 


	QvZXhlY3V0aXZlLWZ1bmN0aW9uAA==: 
	form1: 
	s: Enter your email address
	b: 
	yes: 1
	no: 1




