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 THE ROAD TRIP … A tale of seeking executive function  

(It’s a little bit long, but a very helpful anecdote!) 

Becky lives life without the benefit of 
strong executive functioning. She is a 
composite of real people who 
struggle with weaknesses in executive 
skills, despite their well-intentioned 
efforts to change. 

One day in May, Becky gets a phone 
call from her cousin Jessica in 
Letterfrack, County Galway. Jessica is 
planning a family reunion in July, and 
she wants to know if Becky and her 
family can come. All of the extended 
family will be there. The little town will 
be overrun with relatives from all across Ireland and even the family from Australia and the 
United States. Becky is excited at the prospect and eagerly says, "Of course we'll be there! 
We wouldn't miss it!” 

Jessica gives Becky all the particulars, including the dates of the reunion and places to 
stay. Becky rummages around in the kitchen drawer for a pencil while her cousin talks, but 
she can’t find one with a point on it. She promises herself that she’ll find a pencil and write 
down all the details as soon as she gets off the phone. By the time she hangs up, she can't 
remember the specifics so she makes a mental note to call back soon to get the dates. 

That evening, Becky excitedly tells her husband and two children about the reunion. Her 
husband asks when it will take place. "Some time in July. I don't remember exactly." He 
says, "Well, please find out this week because I have to request holiday time at work." Their 
fifteen-year-old son exclaims, "Hey, I thought July was when I was supposed to go to Band 
Camp! Didn't you remember?" Becky's daughter sulks, “But I'm going to London with 
Niamh and her family sometime in July." Becky explodes at them all, yelling, "Why are you 
all being so negative? This is supposed to be fun!” 

About once a week, Becky's husband reminds her to get 
the information about the reunion. She promises to do so. 
(And she really means to get around to it!) Finally, in June, 
Becky's husband gets very annoyed and says, "Do it now! 
I'm going to stay right here in the kitchen until you call!" 
Becky makes the call to her cousin and gets the dates as 
well as the other particulars. Her husband is annoyed 
because now he has only three weeks left before the 

requested time-off. Luck is on their side, though, because he manages to arrange the 
vacation around work, and the reunion dates do not clash with the kids' activities. 

Over the next three weeks, thoughts about the trip float through Becky's head from time to 
time. She thinks about how the kids will need to have things to do in the car since it's a 
long trip. She thinks about taking food and snacks for the ride. She thinks about getting her 
work at the office cleared up in advance so she can be free of commitments for the 
vacation. She thinks, "I really should take care of that stuff.” 
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A few days before it is time to leave for the three hour drive to Dunquin, she starts piling 
stuff into the van, including clothes and other supplies. (You can only imagine what the 
inside of this van looks like!) 

Finally, it's time to pile the people into the van, 
too. On the way out of the house, one of the 
kids asks, "Who will be taking care of the cats 
while we're gone?" Becky moans, "Oh no! I 
forgot about that. We can't just leave them 
here to die and there's no one to take care of 
them! Now we can't go. What will we tell 
Jessica?" Her husband takes over, and starts 
calling around the neighbourhood until he finds 
a teenager who can do the pet sitting. The 
crisis passes. The cats will be fine. 

So, they're off. Becky's husband drives the first shift. He pulls out of the neighbourhood, gets 
onto the main highway, and then asks, "So, what's the game plan? What's the route?" 
Becky answers, "Dunquin is west, so I know we have to go west." He looks at Becky 
incredulously and says, "You don't know any more details than that? Well, get out the 
map. We can't just head west with no more information that that!" And, of course, Becky 
says, "What map? I don't have a map."  

Becky's husband sighs and shakes his head. "Oh no! Another road trip without a map! Why 
didn't you tell me you were having trouble getting it all organised? I could have helped." 
Becky replied, "I didn't have any trouble. Everything is fine. We're in the car, aren't we? 
We'll get there. What are you so upset about?” 

Do you think Becky had made reservations for where to stay along the way? Do you think 
she had planned out how much cash they would need for the trip or made it to the bank 
ahead of time? These and many other details, of course, had escaped Becky’s planning. 
 

With this example as a base, let's look at the question of what specific abilities are 
covered under the term of executive functioning. While scientists argue over exactly what 
skills form the group we call executive functions, I use this list formulated by a group of 
psychologists led by Dr Gioia.  

These psychologists developed their understanding of executive 
function through solid research and created a rating scale that 
helps parents, teachers, and psychologists understand a specific 
child and be more informed about how to assist him or her. Their 
scale is called, 'Behaviour Rating Inventory of Executive 
Function’ or BRIEF for short. It is now in its second version, BRIEF2. 
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You can find out more about the testing system and how it can be 
helpful in assessing executive function and working memory here:  
https://www.tjta.com/products/TST_004.htm

https://www.tjta.com/products/TST_004.htm
https://www.tjta.com/products/TST_004.htm
http://www.loviused.com


�

LOVIUS
EDUCATIONAL
CONSULTANCY f lourish …

LIST OF EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONS (with examples provided by Becky!) 

Inhibition - The ability to stop one's own behaviour at the appropriate time, including 
stopping actions and thoughts. The flip side of inhibition is impulsivity; if you have weak 
ability to stop yourself from acting on your impulses, then you are ‘impulsive’. 
Eg. When Jessica called, it would have made sense to tell her, "Let me check the calendar first. It 
sounds great, but I just need to look at everybody's schedules before I commit the whole family." 

Shift - The ability to move freely from one situation to another and to think flexibly in order 
to respond appropriately to the situation.  
Eg. When the question emerged regarding who would watch the cats, Becky was stymied. Her 
husband, on the other hand, began generating possible solutions and was able to solve the 
problem relatively easily. 

Emotional Control - The ability to modulate emotional responses by bringing rational 
thought to bear on feelings.  
Eg. The example here is Becky's anger when confronted with her own impulsive behaviour in 
committing the family before checking out the dates: "Why are you all being so negative?” 

Initiation - The ability to begin a task or activity and to independently generate ideas, 
responses, or problem-solving strategies.  
Eg. Becky thought about calling to check on the date of the reunion, but she just didn't get around 
to it until her husband initiated the process. 

Working memory - The capacity to hold information in mind for the purpose of completing 
a task.  
Eg. Becky could not keep the dates of the reunion in her head long enough to put them on the 
calendar after her initial phone call from Jessica. 

Planning/Organisation - The ability to manage current and future- oriented task demands.  
Eg. In this case, Becky lacked the ability to systematically think about what the family would need 
to be ready for the trip and to get to the intended place at the intended time with their needs 
cared for along the way. 

Organisation of Materials - The ability to impose order on work, play, and storage spaces.  
Eg. It was Becky's job to organise the things needed for the trip. However, she just piled things into 
the car rather than systematically making checklists and organising things so important items would 
be easily accessible, so the space would be used efficiently, and so that people and "stuff" would 
be orderly and comfortable in the car. 

Self-Monitoring - The ability to monitor one's own performance and to measure it against 
some standard of what is needed or expected.  
Eg. Despite the fact that they're off to Dunquin without knowing how to get there, with almost no 
planning for what will happen along the way, and without a map, Becky does not understand why 
her husband is so upset. 

The executive functions are a diverse, but related and overlapping, set of skills. In order to 
understand a person, it is important to look at which executive skills are particularly 
problematic for him or her and to what degree. That is where the BRIEF is very useful. 
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